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ABSTRACT 
Mothering is a complex and multifaceted occupation that encompasses the nurturing 
work that women engage in.   It addition, it has been established that ethnicity, class, and gender 
have effects on motherhood that need to be taken into account when looking at the occupations 
of motherhood across cultures. One important task that occurs within a mothers’ daily routine is 
that of making meals for their children.  This dissertation sought to gain a rich, in-depth 
description of the phenomenon of the mealtime experience for African American mothers of low 
socioeconomic status and young children living in an inner-city environment in the Midwest.   
This study used a phenomenological approach with modified photovoice and photo-elicitation 
interviews to capture the essence of mealtime for African American mothers raising young 
children.  Six mothers were recruited for the study and consented to two in-depth interviews.  
Individual interviewing occurred along with a second photo elicitation interview with the 
participant’s photographs.  Phenomenological analyses were used for textual data; the 
photographs were analyzed separately and then together with the textual data from the photo-
elicitation interviews.  Results of this study indicated the intricate complexities of the occupation 
of mealtime and mothering with African American mothers.  From the photo-elicitation 
interviews, five themes and three subthemes emerged:  (a) Sometimes it doesn’t happen 
smoothly, (b) We’re all together, (c) We sit there and we talk, (d) It’s an accomplishment, and 
(e) We’re in the kitchen together. Three subthemes also emerged: (a) Putting in the effort, (b) It 
was kind of a teaching moment, and (c) It’s like déjà vu.  This research (a) promotes a greater 
understanding of mothers’ perceptions around mealtime with their young children, especially 
those mothers who have varied cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds; and (b) suggests a need 
for increased family-centered and culturally aware training. This study demonstrates how photo 
techniques can enhance the depth of phenomenological analysis to explicate meaning around 
mealtime occupations with a diverse group of mothers. 
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Chapter 1: Problem and Domain of Inquiry 
Background of the problem 
Mothering is a complex and multifaceted occupation that encompasses the nurturing 
work in which women engage. It is difficult to examine mothering occupations outside of their 
sociocultural, historical, or individual contexts as they are complicated social phenomena. 
Mothering is embedded within its own historical contexts and “varies over time and space, and is 
intimately bound up with normative ideas of femininity that are culturally determined” (Esdaile, 
Farell, & Olson, 2004, p. 21). It can be considered a complex occupation with multiple tasks and 
activities enfolded and occurring simultaneously and includes not only the protection of the 
child, but the work of fostering the growth and development of the child (Brown, 2004; Ruddick, 
1995).  Occupations within motherhood have been described as being “derived from daily 
routines” that involve a myriad of tasks, including child care, home care, transporting, and 
providing children with recreational activities (Brown, 2004; Olson & Esdaile, 2000, p. 308). 
These occupations have also been named as a major contributor to maternal health and well-
being (Brown, 2004; Olson & Esdaile, 2000).  It is important that this varied and complex work 
be examined from numerous angles in order to consider all historical and cultural contexts that 
contribute to the constructs and occupations of mothering.  
It has been established that ethnicity, class, and gender have effects on motherhood that 
need to be taken into account when looking at the occupation of mothering across cultures 
(Fouquier, 2011).  In particular, White perspectives on mothering have been problematic for 
Black women (Trotman, 2002).  Literature supports the idea that maternal role attainment 
consists of individual traits, as well as sociopolitical and cultural context; however, these theories 
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have been classically developed and researched from the perspective of White, middle-class, 
partnered woman (Fouquier, 2011).  The experience of other groups, such as African American 
women, have largely been judged against this White standard. Fourquirer (2011) stated that 
“viewing the maternal role among African American women through a Eurocentric lens serves to 
reinforce negative stereotype perpetuating racial and ethnic disparities” (p.146).  Thus, it is 
essential that the description of motherhood for African American women be examined with a 
critical lens that encompasses cultural, historical, political, and economic influences.   
Historically, mothering among women of color has often been referred to as 
“motherwork,” a term that challenges the social construction of work and family as separate 
spheres (Collins, 1994, 2009).  Motherwork goes beyond just biological reproduction, and 
includes “individual survival, empowerment, and identity require group survival, empowerment, 
and identity” (Collins, 1994, p. 47).  Within African American culture, motherwork involves 
collaborating to empower mothers and children within structures that oppress, thus providing just 
opportunities and empowerment within communities for women of color (Collins, 1994).  This 
concept illuminates the idea that theories of motherhood cannot be generalized to all women.  
Multiple contextual factors impact motherhood on an individual level, thus adding layers of 
complexity to this unique occupation.  
When examining contextual factors that impact the occupation of motherhood, it is 
important to note that economic insecurities and poverty negatively impact mothers and can add 
a layer of stress and obstacles to mothering tasks (Arendell, 2000).  Socioeconomic challenges 
affect emotional as well as financial resources and can have an impact on the health of the 
mother as well as the whole family (Hardin & Dickson, 2015; Price, 2007).  Mothers who face 
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economic insecurities have a higher risk of stress and depression, which can be compounded by 
limited access to resources, unemployment, and limited education (Coiro, 2001; Keating-Lefler, 
Hudson, Campbell-Grossman, Fleck, & Westfall, 2004; Manuel, Martinson, Bledsoe-Mansori, & 
Bellamy, 2012). Depression, in turn, can compromise mothering ability as it impacts mother-
child interactions, developmental stimulation, and ultimately child outcomes, such as overall 
development, language, cognitive, and school success (Manuel et al., 2012).  One important 
mothering occupation, making meals for the children, can be impacted by the many varying 
factors that are embedded within sociocultural, historical, or individual contexts surrounding 
motherhood.   
The important task of making meals for their children occurs within a mother’s daily 
routine; it is a major activity and occupation in the life of a mother that is often associated with 
maternal self-efficacy (Horodynski, Stommel, Brophy-Herb, Xie, & Weatherspoon, 2010).  This 
concept is particularly important as mothers are often seen as the providers of, and constructors 
of, the event called mealtime.  Often, mothers describe a sense of responsibility and duty to 
provide meals for others in their family (Ahye, Devine, & Odoms-Young, 2006; DeVault, 1991).  
In the literature, mothers expressed the value of the social connections and family togetherness 
which was closely associated with the mother’s belief that it is her responsibility to feed her child 
healthy and nutritious food and to monitor her child’s growth and weight (Ahye et al., 2006; 
Harden & Dickson, 2015).  However, within the context of economic insecurity, doing 
mealtimes can become a stressful part of the occupation of motherhood.   
Mothers of lower socioeconomic status experienced unique barriers to the provision of 
mealtime for their children and families.  Mothers of low income often found that the demands 
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of meal preparation and managing the children’s mealtime behaviors to be a burden for which 
they wished they had more help and support (Malhotra et al., 2013).  Food insecurity, defined as 
“the inability to consume an adequate quality or sufficient quantity of food in socially acceptable 
ways, or the uncertainty that one will be able to do so,” significantly interfered with a mother’s 
perceived identity of providing for her children (Hardin & Dickson, 2015, p. 388). While 
mothers showed a detailed knowledge of healthy eating, financial capacity and insecurity often 
interfered with their ability to buy healthy foods or enough food (Harden & Dickson, 2015). 
Specifically, African American mothers of low socioeconomic status experience food insecurity 
at three times the rate of non-Hispanic Whites (Laraia, Borja, & Bentley, 2009). 
Within the United States, 16 million children live in families with incomes below the 
federal poverty level of $23,550 per year (National Center for Children in Poverty, 2014).  In 
2014, the rate of poverty for African American families was 26%, more than twice that of non-
Hispanic White families at 10% (Feeding America, 2016).  Poverty places families at risk for 
poor health and nutrition, as well as food insecurity issues (Horodynksi, Hoerr, & Coleman, 
2004; Omar, Coleman, & Hoerr, 2001).  Among Black households, 1 in 4 was reported to be 
food insecure as compared to 1 in 10 of White family households and Black families were more 
likely to receive charitable food assistance than Latino and non-Hispanic peers (Feeding 
America, 2016).  Food insecurity may, in turn, add to the burden that women already feel when 
trying to manage mealtimes.   
DeVault (as cited in Martin & Lippert, 2012) argued that women have the heavier burden 
when trying to manage food insecurity and that greater expectations fall on the mother “for 
feeding and nurturing their family, especially when children are present” (p. 1754).  Lack of 
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resources are common among low-income and single-mother families, as are time constraints 
and work demands which can make mealtimes more challenging.  To date, there are only a 
handful of qualitative studies with African American mothers of low socioeconomic status on the 
perceived benefits and challenges of mealtimes; there are no studies within the occupational 
therapy (OT) or occupational science literature that examine the phenomenon of mealtime from 
the perspective of African American mothers with young children and low socioeconomic status 
(Malhotra et al., 2013).  
Problem statement 
 Mealtime is a phenomenon that is often misunderstood and taken for granted, especially 
in regards to its relation to the occupation of mothering with diverse mothers with lower 
socioeconomic status and their young children. Along with their children, African American 
mothers of low socioeconomic status have been shown in the literature to be at a disadvantage 
for health and nutrition risks, as well as for food insecurity issues. However, little has been 
written about how they actually experience the occupation of mealtime (Ayhe al., 2006; 
Horodynski et al., 2009, 2010). OT and occupational science researchers have not explored the 
constructs of mothering and mealtime in relation to race and socioeconomic status.  There is an 
underrepresentation of research on mealtimes and mothering within the OT and occupational 
science literature. More awareness is needed on the meaning, benefits, and value of mealtime in 
the context of the mother’s actual lived experience.   
Purpose of the study 
The purpose of this study was to gain a rich and exhaustive description of the 
phenomenon of the mealtime experience for African American mothers of low socioeconomic 
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status living in North Minneapolis.  North Minneapolis historically has had a high population of 
African Americans; especially at the childcare center where the study took place. This study is 
expected to contribute to the understanding of the occupation of mothering in the context of 
mealtime, culture, and socioeconomic status and to the exploration of more effective OT 
programming, in a community-based setting, with mothers of low socioeconomic status and their 
young children.  
Research questions 
What is the lived experience of mealtime for African American mothers with low 
socioeconomic status and a typically developing young child? 
What aspects of mealtime occupations are reflected in the stories of African 
American women with low socioeconomic status and young children? 
Significance of the study 
 Occupational Science.  One of the most fundamental assumptions of occupational 
science is that it is the nature of humans to be engaged in occupation (Jackson, 1998). 
Occupational scientists concern themselves with the study of human occupation, yet the 
complexities of occupational engagement have been little studied (Lala & Kinsella, 2011).  
Engagement in occupation is complex, with a multitude of contextual factors that impact how 
people engage in occupation (Lala & Kinsella, 2011). Aspects of mothering and activities around 
mealtime are an important occupation that is impacted by a variety of contextual factors, but has 
been given little attention in the occupational science literature.  
In the last two decades, occupational scientists and occupational therapists have begun to 
include mothering work as occupation; contributions have been made in examining the 
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perceptions of the mothering role and the experiences of mothering a child with a disability 
(Dunbar, 2015; Francis-Connolly, 2004; Winston, Dunbar, Reed, & Francis-Connolly, 2010; 
Winston, 2015).  Mothering work, especially in regard to mealtime, is a topic worthy of further 
intellectual inquiry in the occupational science literature; it could then influence interventions in 
OT.  It is also necessity to explore the multiple contextual factors surrounding mothering and 
mealtime, particularly ethnic, cultural, and socioeconomic factors.  Evans and Rodger (2008) 
examined mealtime and bedtime routines with mothers and concluded that routines and rituals 
must be considered in the context of families’ lives; however, their research was limited to 
White, middle-class families.  Further studies are needed with persons from diverse cultural 
backgrounds and socioeconomic groups to understand their unique needs and perspectives with 
respect to occupational engagement.  
This research is significant for several reasons: (a) it is expected to contribute to the 
growing body of knowledge around mothering in occupational science, (b) increase occupational 
therapists’ understanding of mothers’ unique perspectives as it pertains to working with them in 
their homes and communities and, (c) is considered especially important as it focused on 
contextual factors around mothering and mealtime in an ethnic group that has not had a voice in 
this topic. This study could also contribute to occupational justice issues within mothering and 
mealtime as a means for thinking about social transformation. 
 Occupational Therapy. In the United States, the passage of the Affordable Care Act 
(ACA) has moved the prevention of chronic disease and the improvement of health to the center 
of healthcare reform (Hildenbrand & Lamb, 2013).  Occupational therapists are being called to 
play key roles in improving the health of a population through prevention and wellness by 
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“reaching out to communities and organizations” (Hildenbrand & Lamb, 2013, p. 266).  OT has 
its roots in health promoting constructs, such as engaging in occupations and using time in 
meaningful and productive ways (Hildenbrand & Lamb 2013).  According to the American 
Occupational Therapy Association (AOTA, 2011), participation in occupation is a determinant 
of health and the promotion of health and wellness is within OT’s scope of practice.  The 
Occupational Therapy Practice Framework: Domain and Process (AOTA, 2014) outlines two 
intervention approaches that are central to health promotion and wellness: (a) the 
“create/promote approach,” which is designed to enhance strengths and performance for 
everyone within natural contexts and (b) the “prevent” approach, which is designed to prevent 
barriers to performance by focusing on contextual supports and challenges (p. S33).   
 The National Prevention, Health Promotion, and Public Health Council (National 
Prevention Council) has an overarching goal to “increase the number of Americans who are 
healthy at every stage of life” (National Prevention Council, 2011, p. 7).  This will require 
occupational therapists’ expertise and understanding of meaningful participation in daily life for 
children and families as they “seek to engage in active productive, independent, and healthy 
lives” (Hildenbrand & Lamb, 2013, p. 268).   Empowered people and healthy eating are included 
among the strategic directions and priorities identified by the National Prevention Strategy 
(Hildenbrand & Lamb, 2013).   
 According to the World Federation of Occupational Therapists (WFOT), OT is “a client-
centered health profession concerned with promoting health and well-being through occupation” 
(WFOT, 2011, para. 1).  WFOT endorses the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights and, as 
such, states that “people have a right to participate in a range of occupations that enable them to 
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flourish, fulfil their potential and experience satisfaction in a way consistent with their culture 
and beliefs” (WFOT, 2010, para. 1).  OT practitioners throughout the world can seek to enable 
participation in mealtime occupations that promote the health and well-being of mothers and 
their children. This can be achieved by raising collective awareness about the broader view of 
mealtime occupation and the joint participation of mothers and their children in various cultural 
contexts.  
This research was significant because OT with children and their family’s needs to be 
family centered, culturally appropriate, and grounded in evidence. OT practitioners are uniquely 
situated to work with mothers and their children around mealtimes within communities and 
populations as well as to provide interventions that address maternal self-efficacy in feeding and 
eating with young children.  Routines and family occupations are important to occupational 
therapists as it gives them a better understanding of daily life and its meaning to individuals in 
order to better provide therapy services and interventions (Evans & Rodger, 2008).  
The profession needs culturally appropriate health promotion strategies to improve family 
health within the context of occupation. There is a dearth of studies on the meaning of mealtime 
in the OT literature; especially with respect to varied cultural and socioeconomic status.  OT 
practitioners are key players in early intervention; daily routines, such as mealtime, need to be 
understood within the context of a mother’s lived experience including these contexts: economic, 
social, physical, and spiritual (Evans & Rodger, 2008; WFOT, 2010).  Interventions around 
mealtime practices in early childhood are more likely to promote longer lasting changes 
(Horodynski et al., 2004). 
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OTs and occupational scientists could benefit from this study by obtaining in-depth 
knowledge about the lived experience of mealtime from the perspective of diverse mothers who 
are experiencing the phenomenon.  From an occupational science perspective, this research 
promoted a better understanding of mothers’ perceptions and activities around creating 
mealtimes with their young children—especially with those mothers who have varied cultural 
and socioeconomic backgrounds.  A better understanding of the experience of mealtimes 
positions OT  practitioners as the appropriate healthcare professionals to establish, maintain, and 
modify an important daily occupation that can significantly contribute to the overall health and 
wellness of child, mother, and family.  
Philosophical underpinnings  
Epistemology is a way of understanding and explaining how we know what we know 
(Crotty, 1998).  It also deals with the nature of knowledge and provides a philosophical basis for 
deciding what kinds of knowledge are possible “and how we can ensure that they are both 
adequate and legitimate” (Crotty, 1998, p. 8). When beginning any research endeavor, it is 
important to understand the epistemological stance that is being taken, as it is embedded in the 
theoretical perspective and the methodology that is chosen for gathering and analyzing the 
research data (Crotty, 1998; Duffy & Chenail, 2008). The research method is also connected to a 
research paradigm, which determines the types of research questions might be asked (Duffy & 
Chenail, 2008).  
Qualitative methods, in contrast to quantitative methods, are generally used to study 
human experience. Denzin and Lincoln (2004) state “qualitative researchers study things in their 
natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings 
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people bring to them” (p. 2).  Qualitative research is generally descriptive in nature and uses 
narrative data versus measurement (Frank & Polkinghorne, 2010). OT can benefit from 
qualitative methods because it is concerned with situational problems, with what people do and 
make, and how enact within their cultures (Frank & Polkinghorne, 2010).  
This research study used interpretivism and elements of critical theory as its 
philosophical underpinnings.  Interpretivism is often linked with Max Weber “who suggests that 
in the human sciences we are concerned with Verstehen (understanding)” (Crotty, 1998, p. 67).  
Interpretivism assumes that “the distinction between the knower and that which is known is 
collapsed” (Duffy & Chenail, 2008, p. 26).  When attempting to understand reality or produce 
knowledge, one must have a lived experience of a particular event, otherwise known as a 
phenomenon (Duffy & Chenail, 2008).  All knowledge emerges from the participant’s lived 
experience, or what is known as their “lifeworld” (Duffy & Chenail, 2008, p. 26).  
Phenomenology is a research design that fits well with this epistemological stance as it seeks 
deeply personal knowledge and a rich, detailed description of lived-experience knowledge 
(Duffy & Chenail, 2008).   
Critical social theory grew from a group of writers connected to the Institute of Social 
Research at the University of Frankfurt, Germany, and was further inspired by writings of 
Habermaus and Freire (Parlour & McCormack, 2011).  Critical theory’s methodologies are 
generally participatory in nature (Duffy & Chenail, 2008).  The researcher collaborates with the 
participants (who are often called coresearchers) with the intent that the collaboration results “in 
the production of knowledge that is both theoretically sensitive and pragmatic in that knowledge 
provides a blueprint for liberating and transformative change” (Duffy & Chenail, 2008, p. 25).  
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Critical theory examines relationships of power and the underlying structures in society that 
produce population inequalities (Mohammed, 2006).  One assumption of critical theory is that 
“cultural, political, and economic circumstances in society are not natural and fixed, but are 
rather historically created and alterable” (Mohammed, 2006, p. 68).  It is an action-oriented, 
theoretical approach that advocates for an awareness of how social structures operate to oppress 
some members of society while simultaneously privileging others (Mohammed, 2006).  
Photovoice fits within this epistemological stance as it is an action-based method that is more 
critical, participatory, and participant driven (Hartman, Mandich, Magalhaes, & Orchard, 2011).  
Research tradition 
 Phenomenology.  Phenomenology, as a philosophy, has two major assumptions: 
experience as it is lived in the world and that human existence is “meaningful and of interest in 
the sense that we are always conscious of something” (Richards & Morse, 2007, p. 50).  
Phenomenology is concerned with human experience as it is lived in a particular phenomenon 
and evidence is produced of the world as it is lived, not as it is thought to be lived (Lopez & 
Willis, 2004; Richards & Morse, 2007).   Phenomenology examines phenomena from the 
perspective of a person’s firsthand account and through “the lifeworld of people” (Lala & 
Kinsella, 2011, p. 197).  While Husserl is credited with the development of phenomenology, 
Heidegger, his student, extended and developed Husserl’s ideas into the interpretive or 
hermeneutic phenomenological research tradition (Lopez & Willis, 2004; Wilding & Whiteford, 
2005).  Heidegger’s phenomenology is grounded in ontology, meaning that “reality is 
constructed as subjective and contextually bound rather than as absolute or given” (Wilding & 
Whiteford, 2005, p. 98).  Heidegger’s belief in the importance of studying ordinary life led to his 
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development of the concept “being-in-the-world”  which refers to the way that human beings 
exist, act, or are otherwise involved in the world (Dowling, 2007; Wilding & Whiteford, 2005).  
It is through the experience of doing within the world and with others that humans learn ways of 
being. 
 Heidegger also expanded Husserl’s original concept of bracketing in phenomenology.  
Bracketing refers to the researcher setting aside all prior personal knowledge, beliefs, and biases 
about the phenomena under study in order to have a “fresh look at things” (Crotty, 1998, p.. 80).  
Husserl stated that phenomenology “invites us to set aside all previous habits of thought, see 
through and break down the mental barriers which these habits have set along the horizon of our 
thinking…to learn to see what stands before our eyes” (Husserl, 1931, p. 43, as cited in Crotty, 
1998).  Heidegger acknowledges that setting aside all our personal beliefs and biases is 
impossible, but rather, we must be aware of and acknowledge personal thoughts and opinions 
through the process of reflexivity (Lopez & Willis, 2004; Wilding & Whiteford, 2005).  Within 
OT, phenomenology can be used to help understand a person’s occupational performance and 
what makes it meaningful and purposeful (Turpin, 2007).  OT’s philosophical belief in 
understanding the whole person in the context of his or her environment, and taking a holistic 
approach to practice, are consistent with phenomenology (Wilding & Whiteford, 2005). 
Definition of terms 
African American.  A Black American of African descent (African-American, 2015).  
Food insecurity. The inability to consume an adequate quality or sufficient quantity of food in 
socially acceptable ways, or the uncertainty that one will be able to do so. (Hardin & Dickson, 
2015) 
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Health promotion. The process of enabling people to increase control over, and to improve, their 
health. (World Health Organization, 1986).  
Socioeconomic status. The social standing or class of an individual or group related to access to 
resources and issues related to privilege, power, and control.  (American Psychological 
Association, 2015).   
Mealtime.  An occasion when food is eaten simultaneously in the same location by more than 
one family member (Martins-Biggers et al., 2014).   
Mothering. Work that women do in caring for and nurturing children that occurs over a lifetime 
(Arendell, 2000; Francis-Connolly, 2000).  
Occupation.  “Engagement in activities, tasks, and roles for the purpose of productive pursuit, 
maintaining one’s self in the environment, and for purposes of relaxation, entertainment, 
creativity, and celebration; activities in which people are engaged to support their roles” 
(Christiansen, Baum, & Bass-Haugen, 2005, p. 548).   
Occupational Science. The academic discipline that focuses on the study of occupation for 
inquiry (Dunbar & Roberts, 2006) 
Occupational Therapy. “Therapeutic use of occupations, including everyday activities with 
individuals, groups, populations, or organizations to support performance, participation, and 
function in roles and situations in home, school, workplace, community, and other settings” 
(AOTA, 2011, para.1) 
Phenomenon.  A fact, occurrence, or circumstance/event that is observed or observable 
(Phenomenon, 2015).   
15 
 
 
Routine.  “A series of predictable behaviors performed at similar times to attain instrumental 
goals” (Rodger & Umaibalan, 2011, p. 20).   
Wellness.  The quality or state or being healthy (Wellbeing, 2016).  
Chapter summary 
There has been a paucity of literature around the meaning of mealtimes for African 
American mothers with young children in the fields of OT and occupational science.  A limited 
amount of research is available for occupational therapists and occupational scientists to 
understand the experiences of mothering young children around mealtime.  Additionally, the 
phenomenological meaning of mealtimes has not been fully researched, especially regarding 
lower socioeconomic and ethnically diverse mothers.  Through the collective voices of African 
American mothers living in low socioeconomic status, a better understanding of mealtimes 
allows OTs who work with children and mothers to more fully understand how this phenomenon 
affects the mothering role and thus overall health and wellness of mothers and their young 
children.   
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 
Theoretical models used in this study 
Ecocultural theory   
The highly complex occupation of mealtime can be described through the perspective of 
ecocultural theory, which highlights ways in which “all aspects of a family’s environment affect 
the development of daily routines that are coherent with the family’s values and beliefs” 
(Hinojosa & Segal, 2012, p. 164).  This theory is useful for considering children within the 
multitude of contexts in which they live and thrive and can guide the occupational therapist in 
identifying activities that are meaningful within those contextual units (Llewellyn, 2012).   
Ecocultural theory is composed of both cultural theory and ecological theory and looks at 
the child in the context of the communities they participate in, namely the family unit (Gallimore 
et al., 1989).  It also considers the family’s search for meaning and structure and suggests that 
sustainable, everyday routines form the structure of life (Hinojosa & Segal, 2012).  The family 
environment is described as an “ecocultural niche” that has 10 basic features including an 
economic and financial base, accessibility of health and education services, home and 
neighborhood safety, domestic task and chore workload, childcare tasks, child play groups and 
peers, marital relationships, social supports, father’s role, and sources of parental information 
and goals (Hinojosa & Segal, 2012). The ecocultural niche implies that families are more than 
just the forces of social and economic circumstances, but that they take “individual and 
collective action to modify and counteract them” (Gallimore et al., 1989, p. 217).  The niche is 
also influenced by cultural features and is considered ever-changing and evolving.  A family 
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routine, such as eating a meal together, develops out of the cultural beliefs and values that 
surround each ecocultural niche (Llewellyn, 2012).   
 Ecocultural theory also proposes that ecological effects are mediated through the 
“activity settings” of the daily routine that provide children with opportunities to learn and 
develop through “modeling, joint participation, task engagement, and other forms of mediated 
social learning that are embedded in goal-directed interactions” (Gallimore et al., 1989, p. 217).  
These activity settings are an embedded part of the ecocultural contexts and can be used to 
analyze and describe the routines of the everyday situations that children participate in, such as 
mealtime. These activity settings can be considered the “architecture of everyday life” and 
constitute the everyday and familiar parts of a family’s day, including mealtimes, in which adult-
child interactions are embedded (Gallimore et al., 1989, p. 217).   
 The two main components of ecocultural theory are culture and ecology.  Cultural 
activities can be described as “tasks and interactions that are familiar, mundane, and taken for 
granted, as part of a person’s daily routine” (Llewellyn, 2012, p. 181).  All children’s tasks and 
behaviors are a product of their family, school, and broader neighborhood cultures that, in turn, 
shape one’s daily routines.  Ecology is used to describe the family and its environment 
“emphasizing the interconnectedness of proximal family and child care features with distal 
events (national economic policies, bureaucratic regulations, and so on)” (Gallimore et al., 1989, 
p. 217).  Together, they form a theory that demonstrates many layers of culture and how that 
supports and impacts a child’s development in multiple ways as they prepare for adulthood.   
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model (1977) also influenced ecocultural theory.  In the 
model, the child is at the center and is surrounded by four interrelated circles of influence: the 
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microsystem, the exosystem, the mesosystem, and the macrosystem (Llewellyn, 2012).  These 
circles represent the different environments that influence the child, including home, parent, 
neighborhood, school, as well as the broader political and economic influences on the child.  
Bronfenbrenner (1977) emphasizes that both the interrelationships and interactions within the 
more proximal and distal spheres need to be considered because no one sphere of influence acts 
independently from the others.  Bronfenbrenner’s conceptualization “encourages us to consider 
the important roles that people, context, and settings play in children’s lives, as well as the 
interaction between the environments in which children grow and develop” (Llewellyn, 2012, p. 
183).  Within ecocultural theory, it is important to take into consideration the different people 
and contexts in the child’s life, as well as the interactions between the different environments in 
which the child participates.   
An important unit of analysis in ecocultural theory is that of daily routines.  Ecocultural 
theory contends that families “are driven by the task of constructing and sustaining a daily 
routine” (Gallimore et al., 1989, p. 219).  Within this theory, Gallimore et al. (1989) also 
suggests that characteristics of the ecocultural niche and its construction were evident within the 
construction of daily routines; niche features were interconnected, but also hierarchical (meaning 
that some niche features have more impact on daily routines than others), and construction of the 
daily routine and its activity settings were mediated by central family themes, which gave 
meaning to parent’s decisions about their daily routines.  Because family mealtimes occur within 
a family’s daily routine, ecocultural theory is ideal as a basis for describing mealtime 
occupations and the meanings connected to this complex routine. 
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Using the concept of “activity settings” within ecocultural theory, one can begin to break 
down and analyze the occupation of mealtime.  Activity settings are “an embedded feature of 
ecological and cultural contexts and offer a unit of analysis for understanding the everyday 
culture of particular settings” (Llewellyn, 2012, p. 186).  Activity settings can be used to 
describe the routines of everyday family life, such as mealtimes, using the cultural and ecological 
features that surround the routine.  Activity settings are comprised of five components, all which 
can be analyzed from an OT perspective: people who are present, salient sociocultural values and 
beliefs, operations and task demands of the activity itself, motives or purposes of the participants 
in doing the tasks, and scripts for conduct that govern the participants’ actions, including those 
that shape or constrain the child’s participation (Gallimore et al., 1989; Llewelyn, 2012).  
An important process within ecocultural theory is that of accommodation.  Family 
accommodation is the task of organizing and sustaining the daily routine (Gallimore, Weisner, 
Bernheimer, Guthrie, & Nihira, 1993).   It refers to the “proactive, social construction actions of 
the family to adapt, exploit, counterbalance, and react to many competing, and sometimes 
contradictory, forces” (Gallimore et al., 1989).  Accommodation is a common process for all 
families and often occurs subconsciously (Gallimore et al., 1989; Gallimore et al., 1993).  This 
process can occur over many different periods of a family’s life and are dependent on many 
factors, including ecological constraints, resources, cultural beliefs, and customs (Gallimore et 
al., 1993).  Gallimore et al. (1993), in their analysis of several case studies, found that parents of 
children with developmental delays gave many examples of accommodations considered all 
family members, not just the child.  Accommodations do not only occur in the presence of stress 
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and/or problems, but take place within all families in response to both mundane and serious 
events and occurrences (Gallimore et al., 1993).   
 Using ecocultural theory can help occupational therapists look at the mother’s 
construction of the daily routines in their life, understanding the differences among children 
through their everyday experiences and contextual influences, and looking at the social learning 
that takes place through participation in everyday occupations such as mealtime. Ecocultural 
theory is important in research on mothering and mealtimes because it takes into consideration 
the contextual unit’s values and beliefs and can facilitate a mother’s ability to accommodate in 
viable ways that benefit the personal needs of the family unit.   
Person-Environment-Occupation (PEO) Model 
The Person-Environment-Occupation (PEO) model has a theoretical base informed by 
environment-behavior theories, environmental psychology, architecture, anthropology, and 
social science (Law et al., 1996).  The PEO model was developed in the early 1990s as a result of 
a research group of six occupational therapists at McMaster University in Canada who began to 
study the influence of the environment on occupational performance (Law et al., 1996).  The 
synthesis of environment-behavior theory and environmental assessments led to the development 
of the PEO model. Its intent was to provide occupational therapists with a tool to understand the 
complex relationships between the person, the environment, and the occupation, as well as a tool 
to guide assessment and intervention.   
The PEO model is informed by ecological models, including Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
systems model, which describes human development as a relationship “between developmental 
process, persons, context, and time affecting the life course of an individual” (Bronfenbrenner, 
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1995, as cited in Law & Dunbar, 2007, p. 29).  Again, Bronfenbrenner believed that there are 
interdependent relationships between family, home, school, work, community, and country 
systems (Law & Dunbar, 2007):  
The ecology of human development involves the scientific study of the progressive 
mutual accommodation between an active, growing being and the changing properties 
of the immediate settings in which the developing person lives, as this process  is 
affected by relations between these settings, and by the larger contexts in which the  
settings are embedded. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 21) 
 
The PEO model looks at the interaction and “transactional relationships” between person, 
occupation, and environment and is especially applicable when working with mothers and their 
children because it demonstrates a family-centered approach to therapy and addresses 
interventions that target changes within the person, environment, and occupation (Law & 
Dunbar, 2007, p. 29).   
Important concepts and terms in the PEO model include the person, environment and 
occupation. Law et al. (1996) defined person as a “unique being who assumes a variety of roles 
simultaneously” (p. 15).  The person is viewed holistically as body, mind, and spirit and is seen 
as contributing many qualities and life experiences to the intersection of occupational 
performance (Law et al., 1996).  Environment is defined as “those contexts and situations which 
occur outside individuals and elicit responses from them” (Law, 1996, p. 175).  It includes more 
than the physical, built environment and encompasses personal, social, and psychosocial factors 
such as attitudes, cultural, political, and economic characteristics (Law et al., 1996).  
Environmental factors influence the performance of tasks and roles and can either enable or 
disrupt occupational performance (Law et al., 1996).  Occupation is referred to as “clusters of 
activities and tasks in which the person engages in order to meet his/her intrinsic needs for self-
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maintenance, expression, and fulfilment” (Law et al., 1996, p. 16).  Occupations are engaged in 
over the lifespan and carried out within a person’s environments and contexts.  These terms can 
be especially helpful when trying to understand the occupational performance of mothers as they 
engage in the occupation of creating the family mealtime.   
PEO represents a transactional view of the relationship between person, environment, and 
occupation in which occupational performance results from the interactions between persons, 
their occupations and roles, and the environments in which they are situated (Law et al., 1996).  
The transactional approach considers the interdependence of the person and environment and 
acknowledges that “behavior is influenced and cannot be separated from contextual influences, 
temporal factors, and physical and psychological characteristics” (Law et al., 1996, p. 10).  This 
transactional approach is especially applicable when working with families and children, as it 
demonstrates a family-centered approach to therapy and interventions (Law & Dunbar, 2007).  
Mothering and mealtimes are complex occupations that cannot be separated from environmental 
influences and contexts. Mothering occupations are layered and dynamic interactions between 
both the person and the environmental factors that work to influence occupational performance 
(Olson & Esdaile, 2000).   
Occupational performance is considered the outcome of the transactional relationships 
between the person, environment, and occupation (Law & Dunbar, 2007).  This is considered a 
“dynamic experience of a person engaged in an occupation within an environment over time” 
(Strong et al., 1999).  The occupational performance outcome is determined by the person 
engaged in the occupation and can be considered the “fit” between the person-environment-
occupation transaction (Law & Dunbar, 2007; Strong et al., 1999).  This PEO fit may be 
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influenced by many factors including both external and internal changes that occur within the 
person, the environment, or the occupation (Strong et al., 1999). Using this model can be 
beneficial for occupational therapists as they, along with the client, can make internal or external 
modifications and adjustments that increase the PEO fit.   
The PEO model can be especially useful when trying to understand the complexities of 
mothering as an occupation, particularly within the context of mealtime with young children.  
Going back to the definition of occupation as “units of meaningful activity that can be named in 
the lexicon of culture”, mothering occupations vary widely from household work and childcare, 
to simultaneously attending to both (Esdaile, Farrell, & Olson, 2004, p. 19).  Strong et al. (1999) 
reported that the PEO model can be used when considering the complexities of the “daily human 
experiences” in a variety of settings (p. 125).  Mothering is a complex daily human experience 
for many women that needs to be considered within environmental contexts.  The PEO model 
has also been used to explore parental occupational performance in the NICU environment 
(Gibbs, Boshoff, & Lane, 2010).  This application demonstrates the flexibility of the PEO model, 
which can be used with many other perspectives and theories, and is specifically applicable to 
OT practice (Strong et al., 1999).   
Health promotion model 
 The World Health Organization provides the most comprehensive definition of health 
promotion in its Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion (1986): 
Health promotion is the process of enabling people to increase control over, and to 
improve, their health.  To reach a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-
being, an individual or group must be able to identity and realize aspirations, to satisfy 
needs, and to change or cope with the environment.  Health is, therefore, seen as a 
resource for everyday life, not the objective of living.  Health is a positive concept 
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emphasizing social and personal resources, as well as physical capacities.  Therefore, 
health promotion is not just the responsibility of the health sector, but goes beyond 
healthy lifestyles to well-being. (para. 3) 
 
OT has its roots in health-promoting constructs, such as engaging in occupations and using time 
in meaningful and productive ways (Hildenbrand & Lamb, 2013).  According to AOTA (2011), 
participation in an occupation is a determinant of health and the promotion of health and 
wellness is within OT’s scope of practice.   
 One of the key purposes of health promotion is the prevention of disease and disability in 
individuals and populations (AOTA, 2008).  The focus of one such program is to reduce health 
disparities among racial and ethnic minorities and other underserved populations (AOTA, 2008).  
Health promotion programs and services may target individuals, communities, and populations 
and focus on three levels of intervention: primary, secondary, and tertiary (AOTA, 2008). 
Primary interventions are aimed at education or health promotion strategies designed to help 
people avoid the onset and/or reduce the incidence of unhealthy conditions, diseases, or injuries.  
Secondary and tertiary interventions are more aimed at early detection and intervention or 
preventing the progression of a condition (AOTA, 2008).  Health promotion principles align very 
closely with how OT views health and wellness.  
 OT has its roots in the establishment of health-supporting lifestyles through the work of 
Jane Addams and Eleanor Clark Slagle in Chicago area settlement houses where they worked to 
acclimate new immigrants to new routines within a different context (Hildenbrand & Lamb, 
2013).  Health promoting constructs are part of OT’s core philosophy of “doing things” or 
engaging in occupations as part of an active lifestyle.  Occupational therapists can contribute to 
health promotion through its unique and distinctive perspective on participation in daily activities 
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and routines that are situated within a person’s contexts (Hildenbrand & Lamb, 2013).  Health is 
supported when individuals are able to engage in occupations and activities that support the 
achievement of the desired outcome of participation within their chosen environment (AOTA, 
2008).   
 The passage of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) in 2010 has moved the prevention of 
chronic conditions and improvement of health to the center of healthcare reform (Hildenbrand & 
Lamb, 2013).  Occupational therapists are being called on to play key roles in improving the 
health of a community or population through prevention and wellness.  The Occupational 
Therapy Practice Framework: Domain and Process (the Framework) states the profession’s 
“contribution to promoting health and participation of people, organizations, and populations 
through engagement in occupation” (Hildenbrand & Lamb, 2013, p. 267).  The Framework 
(AOTA, 2014) also outlines two intervention approaches central to health promotion and 
wellness: (a) the “create/promote approach, designed to enhance strengths and performance for 
everyone within natural contexts” and (b) the “prevent” approach, designed to prevent barriers to 
performance through focus on contextual supports and challenges” (p. S33).  This health 
promotion approach is well-suited for looking at the occupations of motherhood around 
mealtimes, especially those within culturally diverse and marginalized groups.   
 It is difficult to examine mothering occupations outside of their sociocultural, historical, 
or individual contexts.  Motherhood is a complex “social phenomenon: it varies over time and 
space, and is intimately bound up with normative ideas of femininity that are culturally 
determined” (Esdaile et al., 2004, p. 21).  Looking at mothering from an occupational 
perspective, one can also imply that health occurs through participation in this complex 
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occupation.  Wilcock (2006) considered that humans as occupational beings need to be an 
essential consideration of society.  The constructs of health through occupation also apply to the 
dynamic and enfolded occupations of motherhood, especially within diverse populations.   
 Examining mothering and mealtime meanings from the perspective of a health promotion 
model lends itself well to this phenomenological study.  Considering the lived experiences of 
these mothers at mealtime has implications for experiencing health through the power of 
occupation.  Health promotion seeks to “foster maximum independence and dignity for all 
citizens in their surroundings” (Thibeault & Herbert, 1997, p. 275).  Understanding the lived 
experience of mothers of marginalized groups during mealtimes can help occupational therapists 
work with this population to promote sustainable healthy living practices that support both the 
overall health and wellness of mothers and their children. 
Mothering  
Mothering definition and theoretical constructs 
  Definitions of mothering have been provided throughout the social science and feminist 
literature.  Glenn, Brown, and Forcey (1994) refer to mothering as “a socially constructed set of 
activities and relationships involved in nurturing and caring for others” (p. 357).  Mothering is a 
culturally and historically fluctuating relationship that occurs within specific social contexts that 
vary in terms of material and cultural resources and constraints as well as over space and time 
(Esdaile et al., 2004; Glenn et al., 1994).  Ruddick (1995) defined mothering as tasks related to 
the protection, nurturing, and protection that vary across individuals and cultures.  Chodorow 
(1978) relates to mothering as the bearing of children and suggests that mothering is a highly 
emotional and deeply psychological process.  Chodorow (1978) also suggests that mothering is 
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more than just a biological fact and advises that mothers are people who both socialize and 
nurture.  While definitions have changed somewhat over the past decades, most share a common 
theme of the social practice of nurturing and caring for dependent children (Arendell, 2000).  
Many perspectives on mothering share a broader socially constructed definition: Mothering is 
viewed through a sociocultural lens and is often defined in terms of society’s expectations, 
cultural influences, and social interactions (Arendell, 2000; Francis-Connolly, 2004; Winston, 
Dunbar, Reed, & Francis-Connolly, 2010).    
Ruddick (1995) described the construction of mothering practices in terms of maternal 
work versus simply a biological role or identity.  Maternal work or “maternal practice” is 
composed of three requirements or demands: preservation, growth, and social acceptability 
(Ruddick, 1995).  Preservation is the need to protect and provide for a child’s safety and well-
being.  Ruddick (1995) concludes that “human children share prolonged physical fragility and 
therefore prolonged dependence on adults for their safety and well-being” (p. 18). After the 
demand to preserve life, a mother’s second demand is to “nurture the child’s emotional and 
intellectual growth” (Ruddick, 1995, p. 19).   The third demand on maternal practice is the social 
groups in which the mother is a member.  A mother’s group is a set of people with whom she 
identifies; the criteria of acceptability are that of the group values which the mother internalizes 
(Ruddick, 1995).  Every mother belongs to a primary social group and mothering must be done 
within acceptable parameters of that group (Ruddick, 1995; Francis-Connolly, 1998).  Ruddick 
(1995) also acknowledged that mothering is emotional work and that emotions can and do vary 
along a continuum during the many tasks that mothers engage in.   
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Similarly, Chodorow (1978) described mothering as more than just a biological fact and 
described it as a highly emotional and psychological process.  Girls begin to form their identity 
through their mothers at a young age and thus nurturing and caring become part of the woman’s 
personality through the continuous attachment process and identification with her own mother 
(Chodorow, 1978).  Mothering begins in relation to child bearing and continues with primary 
responsibility of the infant’s care and the sustaining of emotional ties between mother and child; 
this process thus plays an important role in the forming of the family’s structure (Chodorow, 
1978).  Chodorow (1978) suggested that women continue to mother because they develop a 
relational closeness and identity with their child, creating a strong emotional bond which is 
“crucial for the infant’s eventual ability to deal with anxiety and to master drives and 
environment” (p. 83).  Mothering requires ongoing emotional work throughout the process and 
Chodorow (1978) suggests that mothers and their children share a strong emotional bond.   
 Mothering can be thought of as a social construct that is embedded in both micro and 
macro relationships (Francis-Connolly, 2000).  These contexts, micro (mother/child) and macro 
(cultural, economic, social resources), give diversity to the role of motherhood, and allow 
women to further define their own motherhood through their day-to-day interactions with others 
(Francis-Connolly, 2000).  In their qualitative research on mothering experiences with seven 
mothers from diverse backgrounds, Dunbar and Roberts (2006) found that socio-cultural 
influences were a powerful theme regarding mother’s perceptions on mothering occupations. 
Family relationships, family routines, cultural and religious traditions all contributed to how 
mothers perceived their own mothering experiences as well as the way in which a mother, 
herself, was mothered.   
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Mothering as occupation 
  Mothering is a complex and multi-faceted occupation. Esdaile and Olson (2004), in their 
extensive work on mothering as occupation, clearly establish that the work of mothering as 
encompassing the everyday care of children, management of the home, and planning of activities 
appropriate to the developmental stages of their children.  Mothering occupations are influenced 
by a variety of factors including family, friends, community, culture, and socioeconomic status 
and can be thought of as the nurturing work that women engage in (Dunbar & Roberts, 2006; 
Winston et al., 2010).  Mothering occupations have been described as intense in nature and 
consisting of enfolded activity with multiple tasks requiring simultaneous attention (Brown, 
2004; Francis-Connolly, 2000).   Occupations of motherhood also contribute to maternal health, 
as well as being essential to child development.   
Mothering occupations have been described as being “derived from daily routines” that 
involve a myriad of tasks, including child care, home care, transporting children and providing 
children with recreational activities (Olson & Esdaile, 2000).  Francis-Connolly (2000) found 
that mother’s reported lengthy lists of childcare tasks with activities enmeshed in the daily and 
mundane chores such as diapering, dressing, and feeding.  These activities included rocking, 
cuddling, comforting, holding, and singing (Francis-Connolly, 2000).  Similarly, Dunbar and 
Roberts (2006) described many activities as part of a daily routine of mothering.  Mothers 
described particular routines that they engaged in, as well as co-occupations and other specific 
activities that they did for their children such as providing nutritious meals.  Many aspects of 
mothering are embedded within their daily routines, including the role of teaching which is 
especially prominent within mealtime.  
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Brown (2004) stated that teaching is a central aspect of the occupation of motherhood and 
is enmeshed within the daily routines and activities of mothering, including feeding and 
mealtime preparation.  A mother is the key person who determines opportunities and what 
stimulation and nurturing the child receives, including deciding what kind of and how much of a 
certain food her child will eat (Dunbar & Roberts, 2006).  This aligns with Ruddick’s concept of 
fostering the child’s growth and teaching, and “molding the child within cultural, societal, and 
fashion norms” (Brown, 2004, p. 356).  Dunbar and Roberts (2006) also found that mothers 
described part of their role as that of teacher and often spoke of teaching their children things; 
especially values of both family and community.  Mothers in this study spoke of teaching life 
skills with a goal of being independent in self-care skills (Dunbar & Roberts, 2006).  Mothers are 
often responsible for the physical, emotional, social and nutritional care the child receives, thus 
supporting the teaching role that they take on, but often this can be a very demanding task.  
 Mothering young children can be a daunting and overwhelming responsibility.  Francis-
Connolly (2000) found that mothers of preschool children described themselves as immersed in 
motherhood.  Mothers reported being extremely busy trying to meet the demands of young 
children and felt that mothering was very demanding of their time.  Some felt overwhelmed by 
the responsibilities and the endless tasks that needed to be done (Francis-Connolly, 2000).  
Mothering occupations can bring a range of feelings and emotions that are on a continuum from 
negative to positive (Dunbar & Roberts, 2006).  Arendell (2000) concluded that mothering can 
also involve distress, depression, and anxiety and is overall, very emotional work.  This work of 
mothering entails shifting emotions that range from love in one moment to guilt in the next and 
the image of the perfect mother is often something that many mothers struggle with (Arendell, 
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2000; Coll, Surrey, & Weingarten, 1998; Dunbar & Roberts, 2006).  Struggling with motherhood 
and the image of the “perfect” mother is something that should continue to be examined in the 
literature and across cultural and ethnic mothering groups.   
African American mothering 
In the literature, mothers from other cultures have traditionally been compared to the 
standards of White, middle-class, and partnered mothers.  It has been established that race, class, 
and gender have effects on motherhood that need to be considered when looking at the 
occupation of mothering across cultures (Fouquier, 2011).  White perspectives on mothering 
have been problematic for Black women (Trotman, 2002).  Collins (1987) described three 
assumptions from White perspectives on motherhood that are disputable for African American 
mothers.  First is the assumption that mothering occurs within the confines of a private, nuclear 
family household where the mother has almost full responsibility for child care; second is the 
assumption of strict sex-role obligations defining male and female circles of influence within the 
family until; and third, is the assumption that motherhood and economic dependency on men are 
linked to the concept of a “good” mother, that is, one who must stay at home and assume full-
time motherhood (Collins, 1987). Collins (1994) also recognized that using current feminist 
theory to describe mothering from a White, middle class perspective presumed that all mothers 
and their children have a certain degree of economic security and that all women enjoy “the 
racial privilege that allows them to see themselves as primarily individuals in search of personal 
autonomy instead of a racial group struggling for power” (p. 48).  For ethnic women, themes of 
survival, power, and identity significantly contribute to the shaping of what Collins (1994) refers 
to as “motherwork.” 
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Collins (1994) described mothering among women of color as “motherwork”; a term that 
challenges the social construction of work and family as separate spheres.  Collins argues that 
motherwork goes beyond just biological reproduction and notes that “individual survival, 
empowerment, and identity require group survival, empowerment, and identity” (p. 47).  Within 
African American culture, motherwork involves collaborating among women to empower 
mothers and children within structures that oppress.   She also described motherwork as having 
elements of physical survival, power, and identity.  This type of motherwork thus includes an 
effort to provide just opportunities and empowerment within communities for women of color.  
Mothering is not just reserved for biological mothers; it is a collective responsibility and 
mothering networks are highly valued in African American culture (Collins, 1987, 1994).  
 The concept of othermothers is traditionally central to the institution of Black 
motherhood (Collins, 1987, 1994, 2009).  Othermothers, women who assist bloodmothers 
(biological mothers) in the responsibilities of mothering, refers to a collective responsibility 
within communities for childcare tasks (Collins, 1987).  There is a fluid boundary between 
bloodmothers and othermothers in African American culture (Collins, 2009).  African American 
culture has long embraced the concept of the “motherline” and look to their female ancestors as 
“a significant guiding force” in the work of mothering (Trotman, 2002, p. 26).  Grandmothers, 
for example, often play a central role in parenting their grandchildren along with additional 
othermothers (Trotman, 2002).  While bloodmothers are expected to care for their children, 
othermothers play a key role in supporting biological mothers who may not be able to fully care 
for their children as well as in caring for other children within the community (Collins, 1987).  
Othermothers also contribute to a sense of power within the community and often a Black 
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woman’s status within the community stems from her role as othermother and her contributions 
to the community’s well-being in that role (Collins, 1987).  These mothering networks serve a 
primary role in both the emotional and physical care of children in African American 
communities.   
 Historically, for many African American mothers, emotional care for their children, as 
well as providing for physical survival, are interwoven dimensions of motherhood (Collins, 
1987).  A major challenge for African American mothers has been the complex task of 
communicating the effects of racism to their children while concurrently integrating “a legacy of 
pride along with the values, culture, and traditions of the Black community” (Fouquier, 2011, p. 
151).  In Fouquier’s (2011)  study of 18 middle-class African American women across three 
generations, mothers indicated that a major stress of mothering was associated with racism and 
oppression and that mothers needed to teach their children how to successfully negotiate racial 
discrimination and prejudice without damaging their self-esteem or racial identity ().  Similarly, 
Suizzo, Robinson, & Pahlke (2008) found in their study of 12 middle class African American 
mothers that racial socialization was an important part of their mothering.  The majority of 
mothers in that study stated that teaching their children about African American history and 
heritage was an important part of helping their children understand “what it means to be African 
American” (Suizzo et al., p. 297).  This fits with Collins (1987) earlier description of African 
American mother’s experiences of oppression who sought to simultaneously shield their 
daughters from racial tension and discrimination as well as to teach them to protect themselves in 
oppressive situations.  Providing for physical survival while simultaneously attending to the 
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affective, needs of children are interdependent dimensions of the Afrocentric view of mothering 
(Collins, 1987).  
 Traditionally and historically, African American women have helped provide economic 
resources that were essential to the family’s well-being (Collins, 1987, 2009).  Collins (1987) 
described work for Black women as “an important and valued dimension of Afrocentric 
definitions of Black motherhood” (p. 5).  From a historical perspective, African American 
women had to work, whether they wanted to or not, and could not afford motherhood as a non-
economically productive occupation (Collins, 1987).  While physical survival is often assumed 
for White, middle-class children, Black children may face different infant mortality and poverty 
rates, as well as poor nutrition, inferior housing, environmental pollutants, and community 
violence (Collins, 1994, 2009).  Working to ensure their children’s physical survival as well as 
their community’s survival, African American women often worked outside the home to 
safeguard their family’s well-being and survival.  Collins (2009) reiterated that Black women 
have long integrated the notion of economic self-reliance and motherhood, which has 
traditionally been a valued and important aspect of mothering in the African American 
community.  
 Motherhood cannot be analyzed in isolation from its many contextual factors, especially 
cultural, political and historical factors (Collins, 1994; Fouquier, 2011).  In a qualitative study of 
18 middle-class African American women across three generations, Fouquier (2011) found that 
while these women had similarities to the mothering stories of White women, there were subtle 
differences in the ways the Black women described community and the effects of the media in 
their lives.  The mothers in that  study indicated that motherhood was a source of power and 
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provided significant meaning and respect, not only within the smaller family unit, but within the 
larger community as well (Fouquier, 2011).  Mothers in this study portrayed the complex task 
that African American mothers faced in communicating the effects of racism to their children 
while at the same time fostering a sense of pride “along with the values, cultures, and traditions 
of the Black community” (Fouquier, 2011, p. 151).  Black communities value the institution of 
motherhood—whether bloodmother, othermother, or community othermother—and view it as a 
symbol of power and an important part of Black women’s community work (Collins, 2009).   
Mothering and impact of socioeconomic status 
 Access to economic resources has a significant impact on mothers’ experiences and 
strategies in mothering, but it has been a little studied topic (Arendell, 2000).  Economic 
insecurity and poverty impact mothers and can add a layer of stress and obstacles to mothering 
tasks (Arendell, 2000).  Socioeconomic challenges affect emotional as well as financial resources 
and can have a negative impact on the health of the mother and the whole family (Hardin & 
Dickson, 2015; Price, 2007).  Mothers who face economic insecurity have a higher risk of stress 
and depression, risks that can be compounded by limited access to resources, unemployment, and 
limited education (Coiro, 2001; Keating-Lefler et al., 2004; Manuel et al., 2012). Depression, in 
turn, can compromise mothering ability.It impacts mother-child interactions, developmental 
stimulation, and ultimately child outcomes, such as overall development, language, cognitive, 
and school success (Manuel et al., 2012). The association between stress and depression in low-
income mothers is well documented (Coiro, 2001; Manuel et al., 2012).   
Inadequate economic resources can be a major source of stress in motherhood which in 
turn increases the risk of maternal depression and other mental health problems (Manuel et al., 
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2012).  It is documented in the literature that low-income mothers of young children are 
especially at high risk of depression and that socioeconomic factors such as limited education, 
unemployment, large family size, and persistent poverty all increase a mother’s likelihood of 
becoming depressed (Coiro, 2001).  Coiro (2001) found in a study of 173 mothers of mixed 
ethnic backgrounds on welfare, that 40% scored above the cutoff on the CES-D (a self-report 
measure of depressive symptomatology) and the mothers who reported more life stressors had 
significantly higher levels of depressive symptoms.  In their longitudinal study of 3675 low-
income urban American mothers with young children, Manuel et al. (2004) found a similar 
impact: 15% of children exhibited signs of major depression at Year 1, 21% exhibited signs at 
Year 2, and 17% at Year 5 (compared to 2-6.6% among the general population). Significant 
differences in sociodemographic, stress, and support variables were found between the depressed 
and non-depressed mothers (Manuel et al., 2001).  The Manuel et al. study concluded that 
mothers who experienced more economic hardship had a high risk of depression, which in turn 
added to the stress of parenting (Manuel et al., 2004).   
Socioeconomic status impacts the access to and type of resources that mothers have 
available to them.  Price (2007) found in a qualitative study with 10 low-income mothers that all 
mothers were anxious to describe their family and children as healthy, with significant emphasis 
on their children’s health.  However, access to resources was often a challenge, particularly in 
terms of healthy food choices and safe places to play outdoors (Price, 2007).  With the added 
challenge of locating appropriate resources for their children, mothers of low socioeconomic 
status reported their experience of mothering as a “physically demanding, emotionally draining, 
and isolating experience” (Price, 2007, p. 25).  Hardin and Dickson (2015) also interviewed 13 
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low-income mothers and found that they struggled to find adequate housing and worried about 
having enough money to cover food costs each month.  This experience also influenced the 
perception the women had of themselves and their expectations of being a good mother (Harden 
& Dickson, 2015).  Mothers of low socioeconomic status often face the stigma of being 
perceived as “bad” mothers and seek to portray themselves as good mothers (Price, 2007).  This 
stigma may also impact self-esteem and self-efficacy of mothers and is something that may be 
further impacted by additional contextual factors such as culture and ethnicity.  Mothers of low 
socioeconomic status who belong to a non-White ethnic group may face additional stigma. 
African American mothers and low socioeconomic status in the U.S.   
There are many mothers who head poverty-level families, but according to the literature, 
71% of female-headed households living below the poverty level are headed by African 
American mothers (Rainey, Poling, Rheaume, & Kirby, 1999).  Single-mother households are 
also more likely than other household types to be in poverty with African American women 
more likely than any other racial group to be single mothers raising children (Elliot, Powell, & 
Brenton, 2015).  In 2002, 25% of Black women between the ages of 22 and 44 were single 
mothers, as compared to 9% of White women (Elliot et al., 2015).  In 2009, 50.4% of Black 
children lived with single mothers compared to 18.5% of White children (Elliot et al., 2015).  
Mothering strategies and perceptions may be impacted by Black mothers’ experience of a lack of 
financial resources and time regarding the need to work outside the home (Elliot et al., 2015).   
 There have been many stereotypes of African American women of low socioeconomic 
status (Sparks, 1998).  The most common was that of the “welfare mother”; it often characterized 
African American women on welfare as lazy and unable to “adequately socialize their children” 
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(Sparks, 1998p.).  Typically referred to as bad mothers, they were often blamed for their own 
poverty and accused of having low motivation both for work and caring for their children 
(Sparks, 1998).  This image often silenced the “ideas, feelings, and mothering practices” of these 
mothers (Sparks, 1998, p. 216).  In reality, they were facing huge economic obstacles and in 
some cases, just struggling to survive (Sparks, 1998).  While these mothers face some of the 
same struggles as other mothers of low socioeconomic status, they have the added burden of 
negotiating racism and historically situated oppression. 
Family routines 
The constructs of family routines have been defined differently by different researchers. 
The most common definition is that offered by Fiese et al. (2002) from their literature review on 
family routines and rituals.  They suggest that routines are “patterned actions that are repeated 
over time” and “involve instrumental communication conveying information that this is what 
needs to be done” (Fiese et al., 2002, p. 382).  Family routines are also embedded in the cultural 
and ecological context of family life and provide predictable structure that guides behavior and 
provides an emotional climate that supports child development (Fiese et al., 2002; Spagnola & 
Fiese, 2007).  Spagnola and Fiese (2007) further updated this definition of routines, stating that 
they are a specific, repeated practice (a) that involves two or more family members, (b) that the 
members have communication that is instrumental, (c) that involves a momentary time 
commitment, (d) that are repeated regularly, and (e) that hold no special meaning.  The goal of a 
routine is to complete a task, an activity, or a series of activities and include observable 
behaviors that generally repeat themselves at predictable intervals (Denham, 2003; Koome, 
Hocking, & Sutton, 2012; Segal, 2004). Many activities, such as dinnertime, reflect aspects of 
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both rituals and routines, however, it has been argued that rituals are unique to particular 
families, thus reflecting family identity (Spagnola & Fiese, 2007).  Definitions of routines have 
been given in the OT literature, where the meaning of a routine is emphasized.  This will be 
further discussed below.    
Evans and Rodger (2008) defined a routine as “an occupation that occurs in the home on 
a daily basis and assists in organizing time, that is, they provide structure to family life” (p. 98).  
This definition is based on the work of Schuck and Bucy (1997) who emphasized that routines 
are repetitious and differ from rituals in that they lack symbolic content.  They argue that 
routines are more instrumental instead of symbolic and describe them as activities that family 
members have to do rather than want to do (Schuck & Bucy, 1997).  Clark (2000) proposed that 
routines are “habitual, repeated, and predictable ways of acting” (p. 127S).  Clark (2000) 
elaborated that routines are a structure through which occupation is organized and in turn, 
occupations can be thought of as the building blocks of routine (Clark, 2000). Segal (2004) 
conducted a qualitative study and analyzed the morning routines of 40 families with children 
with disabilities in the United States.  Through narrative analysis from interviews, she found that 
family routines were full of “rich and affective meaning” (Segal, 2004, p. 507).   Segal (2004) 
pointed out that what may seem to be a mundane routine to therapists, may be a ritual that helps 
bring a sense of identity and belonging to the child and other family members).  Family routines 
have been associated with many benefits for both the family and the child, including 
developmental, social, and emotional.  
Naturally occurring routines can provide a predictable structure that guides both the 
behavioral and emotional climate in which the early development of children is supported.  
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Spagnola and Fiese (2007) found that the presence of family routines can support social skill 
development, emotional development, and academic skill development.  Routines provide a 
structure for socialization of culturally acceptable behavior in children as well as stage the 
environment in such a way that children can practice emerging skills as caregivers give 
opportunities to foster skill development (Denham, 2003; Spagnola & Fiese, 2007).  Koome et 
al. (2012) found that routines were used deliberately to elicit bonding and engagement time 
within family life.  Rituals also communicated the meaningful sharing of space and time and of 
being together ().  Routines can provide a structure that allows people to develop and maintain 
healthful lives.  
Family routines have been linked to increased family resilience and family member 
health and well-being (Denham, 2003; Evans & Rodger, 2008; Fiese et al., 2002; Koome et al., 
2012; Schuck & Bucy, 1997).  Evans and Rodger (2008) conducted qualitative interviews with 
10 mothers and found that routines helped them orchestrate the family’s daily activities and 
contributed to their overall positive perception of parenting competence.  Their analysis also 
revealed that family routines were associated with the development of a family identity and had a 
positive influence on health and well-being (Evans & Rodger, 2008).  Fiese et al. (2002), in a 
comprehensive literature review of 32 publications on family routines and rituals, also found that 
having predictable and regular routines helped ease the stress in single parent families, increased 
parent’s feelings of competence, and were associated with positive child health and parent-child 
interactions.  Preschool children who were exposed to predictable family routines appeared to be 
healthier and had better regulated behaviors (Fiese et al., 2002).  With the absence of health-
promoting routines in the home, children are more at risk for problems such as sleep disruption, 
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low quality food, obesity, and associated diseases such as hypertension and diabetes 
(Koulouglioti, Cole, & Moskow, 2011). Routines have also been associated with increased 
feelings of parenting competence (Fiese et al., 2002). 
Family routine practices are an indication of family organization as well as psychological 
health and parental competence.  Fiese et al. (2002) found that routines helped parents adapt to 
their role of caregiver.  There have also been reports of increased satisfaction in the parenting 
role when regular routines are established in the household (Fiese et al., 2002).  In their study 
with 156 African American single mothers, Brody and Flor (1997) found that mothers who 
practiced regular routines felt more competent in their mothering role and in turn, got along 
better with their children.  Mother’s self-esteem was found to be linked with family routines and 
the quality of the mother-child relationship (Brody & Flor, 1997).  Koulouglioti et al. (2011) 
reported that mothers viewed routines as an integral part of their parenting role and considered 
them a reflection of successful parenting.  In their qualitative study of 12 mothers (7 African 
American and 5 White), they found that a major motivator for constructing and keeping routines 
was the satisfaction of being a good parent and fulfilling their role as mother (Koulouglioti et al., 
2011).  Several mothers in this study focused on health-promoting routines, such as mealtime 
and bedtime, and expressed the positive bonding experiences that routines presented them with 
(Koulouglioti et al., 2011).  These routines may serve to have a wellness factor for not only the 
mother, but the whole family.  
Overall, household routines have a protective function that contributes to the physical, 
social, and mental development of younger family members (Koome et al., 2012).  Household 
routines have been used to teach communication, social, and practical skills which in turn 
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strengthen family bonds and identity, and promote order over time (Koome et al., 2012).  
Routines contain a strong intergenerational component that is used to teach younger family 
members valued behaviors and actions (Denham, 2003).  One of the most common family 
routines is a shared mealtime.  
Mealtime routines 
Construction of mealtimes 
Mealtime has been defined as an occasion when food is eaten simultaneously in the same 
location by more than one family member (Martin-Biggers et al., 2014).  Fiese, Foley, & 
Spagnola (2006) described family meals as “densely packed events in which much has to happen 
in approximately 20 minutes” (p. 77).  Larson, Branscomb, & Wiley (2006) refer to mealtimes as 
a “package of recurring meaning-laden activities or practices” (p. 2).    Many variations occur in 
mealtimes among families including regularity of family meals, rules around mealtime, 
nutritional value of the food, and whether or not conflict occurs (Neumark-Sztainer, Hannan, 
Story, Croll, & Perry, 2003).   Patterns of mealtime behavior are also closely shaped by family 
history, parents’ jobs, social class, and other cultural processes.  In a description by Fiese et al. 
(2006), mealtime is seen as a multilayered activity that helps to regulate behavior and contains 
symbolic meaning for its participants.  This symbolism contributes to family identities and can 
range from types of blessings said to how seats are arranged (Fiese et al., 2006).   According to 
Evans and Rodger (2008), most families indicated that mealtimes developed into a social 
occasion in which families felt a sense of emotional closeness and identity. In the study, 8 of the 
10 mothers identified dinnertime as a time of “togetherness” and often organized their work 
commitments to facilitate quality mealtime for their family (Evans & Rodger, 2008).  Mealtimes 
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have been identified as having many benefits, including health and well-being, development of 
skills, increased cultural transmission, and language acquisition.  
Benefits of mealtime routines 
Mealtimes have been found to be an opportunity for parents and caregivers to model, 
coach, and monitor behavior and for children to participate in meaningful activity (Larson et al., 
2006; Quick, Fiese, Anderson, Koester, & Marlin, 2012).  Evans and Rodger (2008), in a 
qualitative study of 10 mothers with preschool children from Queensland, Australia, found that 
mealtimes were used as occasions for caregivers to teach their children appropriate mealtime 
participation by assigning chores and implementing rules.  One mother stated that “we all sit in 
our special seats, there are some rules; they need to use their cutlery, and wait till everyone is 
sitting before you start eating your dinner” (Evans & Rodger, 2008, p. 101).  Quick et al. (2012), 
in their qualitative study of 24 White and Hispanic parents with at least one child under the age 
of 5, also found that parents perceived mealtime as a teaching moment for their children.  
Caregivers wanted to model a positive mealtime in hopes that their children would be more 
likely to eat meals as a family as adults.  Caregivers found mealtimes to be a time in which they 
could model good social skills, cleaning up and shared responsibility, as well as how to cook a 
healthy meal (Quick et al., 2012).  Malhotra el al. (2013) conducted focus groups with 20 
primarily Black low-income mothers of preschoolers and found that modeling of behaviors also 
extended to helping children learn to problem solve and learn important values such as gratitude, 
honesty, and nonjudgmental behaviors.   Family meals also offered greater opportunities for 
child development of a variety of skills.   
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Developing skills appeared to be an important function of mealtimes.  Hammon-
Kellegrew (2000) explained that parents and children collaboratively determine the nature of 
activities and responsibilities within mealtimes.  Children seek out tasks that contribute to the 
mastery of skills necessary for development and the adult caregiver arranges the task to foster 
skill acquisition (Hammon-Kellegrew, 2000).  Larson et al. (2006) emphasized that mealtimes 
give children a special context for fostering development because they have a captive audience. 
Hammon-Kellegrew (2000) conducted a qualitative study with six middle class mothers of 
young children with disabilities.  Using naturalistic observation and in-depth interviews, they 
found that through construction of daily routines, mothers provided their children with 
opportunities to practice and develop skills “necessary to participate in society” (Hammon-
Kellegrew, 2000, p. 252).  Mothers in this study placed a higher value on eating skills over 
dressing skills, a preference that seemed to be “driven by the possibility of public scrutiny” and 
seemed to address independence in eating skills  because such skills “were more readily 
observed by those outside the immediate family” (Hammon-Kellegrew, 2000, p. 255).  This 
skill-building aspect of mealtime can also have a positive impact on relationship building and 
bonding between the mother and her children.    
Mealtimes offer a space for improving perceptions of family relationships, sharing 
values, and promoting conversations (Malhotra et al., 2013; Martin-Biggers et al., 2014).  
Mealtimes also provide an opportunity for language development and potential increased 
academic achievement in the school years (Ely, Berko-Gleason, MacGibbon, & Zaretsky, 2001; 
Fruh, Fulkerson, Kendrick, & Clanton, 2011; Larson, et al., 2006; Martin-Biggers et al., 2014; 
Snow & Beals, 2006; Story & Neumark-Sztainer, 2005).  Snow and Beals (2006) reported 
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longitudinal research on 68 families, which suggested that preschoolers’ degree of exposure to 
narrative and explanatory talk predicted their vocabulary and reading achievement in elementary 
years.  Studies have also shown that mealtimes serve as vehicle for increasing vocabulary, 
practicing and producing stories and explanations, acquiring general knowledge, and learning to 
speak in culturally appropriate ways (Malhotra et al., 2013; Martin-Biggers et al., 2014; Story & 
Neumark-Sztainer, 2005).  Mealtime conversations have been shown to produce the most 
sophisticated parental talk and word usage as compared to other activities such as playing with 
toys or reading (Story & Neumark-Sztainer, 2005).  Another important aspect of socialization at 
mealtimes was the opportunity for co-construction of narratives in which children could become 
active participants in their family’s culture and story.   
Mealtime routines appear to serve as a “vehicle for and end point of culture” (Larson et 
al., 2006).  Ochs and Shohet (2006) describe mealtime as an occasion for family members to 
engage in the activities of feeding and eating and a way to develop relationships within the 
family unit.  They also describe the mealtime as an “object of cultural import in themselves” 
(Ochs & Shohet, p. 36).  Rather than mealtime traits, customs, and symbols being something that 
children come to master, cultural knowledge and practices associated with mealtimes are co-
created through socially constructed relationships (Ochs & Shohet, 2006).  This idea is supported 
by DeVault (1991, as cited in Segal, 2004) who described dinnertime rituals as a time for 
constructing the family.   Ochs, Tayor, Rudolph, & Smith (1992) studied the communication and 
interactions among family members during mealtime and stated that dinnertime is when children 
are socialized “according to the family’s values regarding gender roles, conflict resolution, and 
turn taking” (as cited in Segal, 2004, p. 500).  Evans & Rodger’s (2008) qualitative study of 
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mothers, supports this previous work as 8 of 10 mothers identified that dinnertime “was about 
being together to share a meal” and “one of times when they feel most like a family” (p. 101).  
The participants identified special meals as contributing to a sense of family and for many of the 
families, mealtimes developed into social occasions in which a sense of closeness and identity 
were formed (Evans & Rodger, 2008). Family meals can transmit cultural and ethnic heritages 
through food memories that may be carried throughout the child’s lifetime (Story & Neumark-
Sztainer, 2005).  Such memories can become a key aspect that children bring into the next 
generation.  
 Larson et al. (2006) also contributed to the idea that children are socialized into their 
families’ culture through mealtimes.  During mealtime, children become active participants in 
cultural practices that help them develop roles around meal preparation, saying prayers, and 
storytelling (Larson et al., 2006).  In their review of the literature, Fiese et al. (2002) identified 
that mealtimes were a venue in which family routines were often shared with children and the 
interactions shared “may be powerful conveyors of culture” (p. 384).  Hamman-Kellegrew 
(2000) found that middle class White mothers used cultural scripts that described the shared 
interactions between caregiver and child.  These scripts provided a sense of continuity and 
familiarity, so that each participant “appeared to know the expectations and abilities of the other” 
(Hammon-Kellegrew, 2000, p. 257).  For example, one mother described using exact phrases and 
behavior to perceive if her daughter truly needed assistance during her meal.  This process 
occurred multiple times during mealtime and helped construct the mealtime routine (Hammon-
Kellegrew, 2000).  The socialization process may assist children not only in becoming a part of 
greater familial culture, but it can contribute to a sense of health and well-being.    
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Finally, an important function of mealtime routines is the concept of health and well-
being.  Schuck and Bucy (1997) reviewed family rituals from the framework of family stress 
theory.  They asserted that while all families experience crisis and stress, routines and rituals 
have the potential to provide families with stability (Schuck & Bucy, 1997).  Evans and Rodger 
(2008) noted that family routines and rituals can have a protective factor which promotes 
resiliency; their findings suggested that establishing positive family routines contributed to 
mothers’ perceptions of parenting competence and sense of satisfaction.  Larson et al. (2006), 
suggested that mealtime routines that promote social interaction help to cultivate children’s 
social-emotional development.   
 Fiese et al. (2006) elaborated on the concept of health and well-being in their 
examination of mealtimes as a context for understanding patterns related to child well-being.  
Their study reported on 79 families of diverse ethnic backgrounds from a larger study on family 
adaptation to a childhood chronic illness that focused on family life and pediatric asthma.  In 
looking at mealtime commitment, it was found that rigid commitment to having young children 
eat particular foods led to greater conflicts at the table, which in turn exacerbated problem 
behaviors in the children.  In contrast, mealtime routines that lacked commitment (as described 
by no real beginning or end to the meal and having an element of chaos) also had implications 
for child well-being, including neglect and disregard (Fiese, et al., 2006).  Larson et al. (2006) 
suggested that positive experiences during mealtimes increased children’s resiliency and cited 
retrospective studies on children of alcoholic parents who were less likely to become alcoholic 
later in life if dinnertime rituals had been maintained.  
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Mealtimes also contribute to improved nutritional intake and decreased risk of obesity in 
children. Many studies support the idea of the family mealtime promoting positive health 
outcomes and reducing the risk of obesity in children and adolescents (Fiese, Hammons, & 
Grigsby-Toussaint, 2012; Malhotra et al., 2013; Martin-Biggers et al., 2014; Quick et al., 2012).  
The frequency of eating family meals together has been positively associated with increased 
intake of fruits and vegetable, grains, and calcium-rich foods (Fruh et al., 2011; Story & 
Neumark-Sztainer, 2005).  Other studies have shown that frequent family meals decreased 
middle-school children’s soft drink consumption and led to less concern with high body weight 
(Fruh et al., 2011).  Martin-Biggers et al. (2014) found that eating family meals together 
decreased the risk-taking behaviors of teenagers, including drug and alcohol use, and sexual 
activity.  Fewer family meals together positively correlated with substance abuse, while 
increased frequency of family meals contributed to positive family cohesion (Fruh et al., 2011; 
Martin-Biggers et al., 2014; Quick et al., 2011; Story & Neumark-Sztainer, 2005).  While many 
benefits of family mealtime routines exist, there are also many barriers to consider, particularly 
with families from diverse ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds (Jarrett, Bahar, & Kersh, 
2014).   
Barriers to mealtime routines  
 One of the main barriers caregivers described around having mealtimes was child 
behavioral issues (Jarrett, Bahar, & Kersh, 2014; Malhotra et al., 2013; Quick et al., 2011).  This 
included problematic behaviors, developmental challenges, and issues about picky eating.  Quick 
et al. (2011) in their qualitative study with 24 parents of children under the age of 5 years with 
diverse backgrounds, found child behavioral issues to the be the leading barrier cited by parents 
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to eating together as a family.   Several parents indicated that meals were often interrupted by 
sibling fights, tantrums that included throwing food on the floor, and behaving in a manner that 
was opposite of what parents set down as rules for family mealtime (Quick et al., 2011).  
Similarly, Jarrett et al. (2014) interviewed 11 African American mothers of low-income status 
who identified that child behaviors were one of the main barriers to family meals.  Food mishaps 
and disruptive behaviors including spilling food and making messes, boisterous behaviors, and 
failing to stay seated at the table were main issues the mothers identified (Jarrett et al., 2014).   
Malhotra et al. (2013) reported similar findings in their interviews with 20 diverse, low income 
mothers of preschoolers.  They named meal disruptions, trying to maintain calm and order, 
messes, fighting amongst siblings, staying seated, and picky eating as the top challenges in 
creating a family mealtime.  Mothers stated that trying to put together a family mealtime was 
time consuming, tiring, and often frustrating (Contreras & Horodynski, 2010; Malhotra et al., 
2013).   
 Other major barriers to mealtimes were scheduling difficulties and time constraints 
(Contreras & Horodynski, 2010; Jarrett et al., 2014; Malhotra et al., 2013; Quick et al., 2011).  
Jarrett et al. (2014) reported that adult and child schedules complicated mealtimes across 
socioeconomic status.  Caregivers in this study named children’s school and extracurricular 
activities, as well as adult work and school schedules, as a disruption to family mealtime (Jarrett 
et al., 2014).  Several studies indicated that mothers tended to juggle household chores at the 
same time as mealtime and completed chores such as washing dishes while the children ate 
(Jarrett et al., 2014; Koulouglioti et al., 2011; Malhotra et al., 2013).  Jarrett et al. (2014) also 
found that African American women who lived with extended kin had even more difficulty due 
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to the many adult schedules that needed to be coordinated.  The pressures appeared greater for 
women with young children who lacked family assistance and for single moms who had a 
decreased income and less time (Jarrett et al., 2014).  Work schedules and work demands, 
especially among low- to moderate-income families, were frequently reported in the literature as 
a barrier to family mealtime (Blake et al., 2009; Devine et al., 2009).  In a study of 69 diverse 
mothers and fathers with low to moderate incomes, Blake et al. (2009) found that poor work 
conditions, inflexible work schedules, long hours and overtime, and insecure, stressful jobs all 
interfered with and interrupted family mealtime.  Jarrett et al. (2014) reported that low income 
African American mothers who worked jobs with long hours, low wages, and nonstandard shifts 
often substituted fast food for home mealtimes.  This was made easier by the abundant amount of 
fast food restaurants available within their high poverty neighborhood compared to only a 
handful of discount grocery stores (Jarrett et al., 2014).   
 A third major barrier to mealtimes was related to socioeconomic status (Hardin & 
Dickson, 2015; Koulouglioti et al., 2011).  In a study of 13 low incomes mothers, Scotland, 
Hardin, and Dickson (2015) found that many challenges around family mealtimes related to 
socioeconomic status.  There was a sense of insecurity around the mother’s financial capacity to 
buy sufficient food, as most of the mothers were unemployed and lived on income from state 
benefits (Hardin & Dickson, 2015).  One mother of six children stated: “Well, you do think 
‘what if I get to the checkout and I’ve not got enough?’ So aye, you’re constantly thinking” 
(Hardin & Dickson, 2015, p. 384).   
Access to transportation, related to low socioeconomic status, was also a problem with 
many of the mothers; only two had their own transportation (Hardin & Dickson, 2015).  
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Koulouglioti et al. (2011) found that diverse single mothers were able to focus on the health 
promoting benefits of mealtime, but were frustrated “with their inability to transform these 
opportunities into reality” (p. 151).  Contreas and Horodynski (2010) found that low income 
African American mothers of toddlers named the inability to buy healthy foods as an added 
stress to mealtimes.  While mothers wanted to be able to offer their children a healthy variety of 
fruits and vegetables, the higher cost of these items prevented them from doing so (Contreas & 
Horodynski, 2010).  Mothers often had high aspirations of achieving a mealtime experience with 
their families, but the barriers, at times, were greater than the known benefits (Jarrett et al., 2014; 
Malhotra et al., 2013).  Despite the many reported barriers, mothering and mealtimes are 
important occupations that occur multiple times per day.  
Mothering and mealtimes 
Mothering and mealtime as occupation 
Making meals serves as a major daily activity and occupation in the routine of a mother.  
Mothers have reported that feeding their children and making meals is an important task of 
mothering and that feeding is one of the daily routines that mothers are enmeshed in (Dunbar & 
Roberts, 2006; Evans & Larson, 2008; Larson, 2000).  Nourishing a child through feeding is an 
important caregiver role, and success in this relationship can influence a mother’s satisfaction 
and confidence (Thorne, Radford, & McCormick, 1997).  Research studies have indicated that 
when a mother’s ability to adequately feed her child is compromised, it can have effects on her 
feelings of self-esteem, self-efficacy, and confidence in parenting (Franklin & Rodger, 2003; 
Greer, Gulotta, Masler, & Laud, 2008; Sleigh, 2005).  Women—mothers in particular—are often 
seen as the providers of and constructors of the event called mealtime.   
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While the focus of mealtime is often placed on the food, meals go beyond that of just 
placing food on the table; they are socially constructed events in which the mother is most often 
involved in orchestrating (DeVault, 1991).  DeVault (1991) argued that while mothers are most 
involved in the activities of shopping for and preparing and cooking food, mothers accomplish 
much more during mealtimes than just putting food on the table.  She stated that “women 
actively produce the family through a thoughtful coordination and interpersonal work which 
serves to maintain the kind of group life we think of as family” (DeVault, 1991, p. 39). 
Mealtimes become more than just a responsibility for providing food:  Mealtimes are a mother’s 
arrangement so the household comes together “as a family”; mealtimes are a way of providing 
maternal support (DeVault, 1991, p. 78). This maternal support is an important aspect of 
mothering during mealtimes.  
Maternal care and support for children has been associated with feeding and providing 
mealtimes.  DeVault’s work with mothers and feeding across various ethnic and income levels in 
the 1980s found that mothers displayed a strong sense of caring over what they served their 
children and what the children ate. DeVault (1991) described this work as attention, in which 
mothers must practice attention to support their work of feeding the family.  DeVault (1991) 
reported that mothers often attended to their children’s need for food, which involved noticing 
what particular foods their child ate and their responses to that food. Attention is something that 
is learned with practice; “it develops from both loving concern and the very strong societal 
prescription that mothers are responsible for their children’s well-being” (DeVault, 1991, p. 
116).  This provision of food and close monitoring of food their children eat is an important 
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aspect of maternal care.  Closely attending to their children’s needs may possibly lead to a 
greater sense of bonding and togetherness.  
Family togetherness and closeness is comes across very clear in the literature on mother’s 
perceptions of mealtime.  Mothers of various backgrounds and socioeconomic status see 
mealtime as a time to build strong relationships, communicate openly with their children, bring 
family members together, and socialize and build relationships with their children (Aye et al., 
2006; DeVault, 1991; Evans & Rodger, 2008; Horodynski et al., 2009; Malhotra et al., 2013).  
Mothers reported that bringing family members together through food provided a sense of social 
connectedness and that having family members eat together was an opportunity to meet the 
responsibility for social connectedness within the family (Ahye et al., 2006).  Evans and Rodger 
(2008) found that mothers’ identified mealtime as a time of togetherness and stated that it was a 
time when “they feel most like family” (p. 101).  Mothers often orchestrated family schedules to 
create a family mealtime and wanted to feed their family as a group and did so “by reconciling 
their different activities in order to produce a common life” (DeVault, 1991, p. 85; Evans & 
Rodger, 2008).  This sense of togetherness and connectedness appears to be an important role in 
the mothering process during mealtime.  
Mothers from a variety of household incomes and various ethnic backgrounds felt that 
mealtimes were a ritual in which they could help their children problem solve, learn important 
values and responsibilities, and buffer them against adverse social circumstances (Herman, 
Malhotra, Wright, Fisher, & Whitaker, 2012; Malhotra et al., 2013;). Malhotra et al. (2013), in 
their study of 20 ethnically diverse mothers of preschoolers living in low-income households, 
found that they thought of family mealtime as “a safe and consistent opportunity to build strong 
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emotional connections with their children” (p. 1486). Mothers also found mealtimes to be a 
teaching time for learning household chores, values, and life lessons (Evans & Rodger, 2008; 
Herman et al., 2012).  Evans and Rodger (2008) found that mothers used mealtime as time to 
teach rules and allocate chores.  While mothers regarded mealtimes as a positive routine, they 
also brought up many challenges for mothers.   
Mothers across ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds described many challenges and 
conflicting emotions around feeding the family.  Many mothers cited barriers to making 
mealtimes happen, such as household schedules, competing household chores, picky eaters, and 
challenging mealtime behaviors (DeVault, 1991; Evans & Rodger, 2008; Hardin & Dickson, 
2015; Jarrett et al., 2014; Malhotra et al,, 2013).  DeVault (1991) found that coming together to 
eat as a family unit did not happen naturally and mothers demonstrated much effort in 
coordinating and organizing schedules to make the mealtime routine work.  One mother reported 
organizing the “mealtime routine so that the three individuals in her household [would] come 
together as a family” (DeVault, 1991, p. 79). Malhotra et al. (2013) conducted a focus group 
with 20 low-income mothers of preschoolers and found that most mothers concurred that 
“creating family meals is hard work” (p. 1486).  They reported that creating meals was time 
consuming and a tiring process of cooking, serving and cleaning (Malhotra et al., 2013).  
Feeding children also evoked conflicting emotions in mothers as they attempted to set limits, 
manage sibling conflicts, deal with messes at the table, and get their children to stay seated at the 
table (Herman et al., 2012; Horodynski et al., 2009; Malhotra et al., 2013). Women often 
reported trying to multitask during the family mealtime and said that it was often difficult to 
actually sit down and eat with their children (Horodynski et al., 2009; Malhotra et al., 2013).   
55 
 
 
African American mothers and mealtimes 
Often learning to feed a family is something passed down from generation to generation 
of women.  DeVault (1991) described feeding the family as an activity that linked women across 
generations.  Several women from various backgrounds reflected on the fact that they learned 
feeding activities from other women in their lives and that women “in their family were 
connected through feeding activities” (DeVault, 1991, p. 107).  Ayhe et al. (2006) found this to 
be a strong theme in her qualitative study of 30 African American women from 10 different 
families.  One young African American woman reported that she “needed to learn how to cook 
when she was about to become a mother with responsibilities of her own” and she did so by 
watching every meal that her mother and grandmother cooked (Ayhe et al., 2006, p. 9).  The 
family work of feeding often was passed down to mothers by their own ideas of what other 
women or their own mothers thought about meals and mealtime (Ayhe et al., 2006; DeVault, 
1991).     
Many African-American mothers from across several generations described a sense of 
responsibility and duty to provide food and meals for others in their family (Ayhe et al., 2006).  
It was a role that closely tied them to their maternal and caretaking activities and abilities (Ayhe 
et al., 2006).  In their qualitative study of 31 low-income, Black mothers, Herman et al. (2012) 
argued that feeding preschool-aged children was an important component of the mother-child 
relationship.  The mothers perceived that being responsive to their children’s mealtime eating 
patterns was a positive part of their relationship with them (Herman et al., 2012).  Ayhe et al. 
(2006) found that African American mothers showed a theme of caretaking when providing 
meals as a means of watching over the health and nutrition of another family member.  These 
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mothers also expressed a social connection associated with mealtimes and emphasized the value 
of bringing family members together through food (Ayhe et al., 2006).   
Low socioeconomic status impact on mothering and mealtimes 
Mothers of lower socioeconomic status have unique barriers in providing a mealtime for 
their children and families.  These mothers often found that the demands of meal preparation and 
managing the children’s mealtime behaviors were a burden and that they wished they had more 
help and support (Malhotra et al., 2013).  While these mothers showed a detailed knowledge of 
healthy eating, financial capacity and insecurity often interfered with their ability to buy healthy 
foods. (Harden & Dickson, 2015).  In extreme cases, food insecurity, defined as “the inability to 
consume an adequate quality or sufficient quantity of food in socially acceptable ways, or the 
uncertainty that one will be able to do so” significantly interfered with mother’s perceived 
identity to provide for her children (Hardin & Dickson, 2015, p. 388). Other mealtime barriers 
experienced by low socioeconomic status mothers included housing constraints, lack of furniture 
(such as a table), mental health, and addiction issues—issues that become more important than 
providing a healthy mealtime (Hardin & Dickson, 2015).   
Studies have found that mothers of low socioeconomic status believed it was their 
responsibility to monitor their children’s diet and to provide a variety of foods for their children 
(Harden & Dickson, 2015; Horodynski et al., 2009).  These mothers also felt that it was their 
responsibility to ensure their children’s health and weight by providing them healthy foods 
(Harden & Dickson, 2015).  A good mother was defined as one who monitored her child’s body 
and weight (Harden & Dickson, 2015).  Hardin and Dickson (2015) found that mothers living in 
socioeconomically deprived areas of Scotland described “their role as mothers as their main 
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priority, and as central to their identity and this was, in part, enacted through food practices” (p. 
389).  These mothers associated the image of being a good mother through their food practices 
(Hardin & Dickson, 2015).   
Mothers of lower socioeconomic status also reported ongoing barriers to the mealtime 
experience (Hardin & Dickson, 2015; Horodynski et al., 2009; Jarrett et al., 2014; Malhotra et 
al., 3013). Poverty and food insecurity create an extra responsibility and burden for mothers 
trying to feed their family (Martin & Lippert, 2012).  DeVault (as cited in Martin & Lippert, 
2012) argued that women have the heavier burden when trying to manage food insecurity and 
that greater expectations fall on the mother “for feeding and nurturing their family, especially 
when children are present” (p. 1754).  Hardin and Dickson (2015) followed 13 low-income 
mothers over 18 months and found that food insecurity was “a state of being that the mothers 
experienced on a daily basis” (p. 388).  The mothers developed specific coping strategies around 
this issue, in particular, buying cheaper, less healthy food (Hardin & Dickson, 2015).  This 
correlates with DeVault’s (1991) findings that mothers of lower socioeconomic status strategize 
more to balance their food expenses and report cost as an important criterion for shaping their 
food choices.  Horodynski et al. (2009) found that low income mothers often resorted to buying 
low-cost foods that would last for the month and that their children preferred.  In low income 
households, mothers not only have a responsibility through feeding and mealtimes to provide 
love, support, and security to the child, but have the extra burden of working hard to prevent 
hunger (DeVault, 1991; Martin & Lippert, 2012).   
Low socioeconomic status impact on African American mothers and mealtimes 
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  Culture and socioeconomic status influence mealtime practices, rituals, and food choice, 
but little research exists on maternal feeding practices in African American families of low 
socioeconomic status (Horodynski et al., 2009).  While only a segment of the African American 
population, African American mothers of low socioeconomic status face many of the same 
barriers as other mothers of low socioeconomic status from various ethnic groups. But African 
American mothers also have their own unique perspectives and issues related to mealtime.  
 One common theme was food access and insecurity (Horodynski et al., 2009; Laraia et 
al., 2009).  African American households experience food insecurity at three times the rate of 
non-Hispanic Whites; of 2009, 33% of all African American children lived in food-insecure 
households (Laraia et al., 2009).  There is extensive literature which indicated the determinants 
of food insecurity, among them being low income and being of African American ethnicity 
(Laraia et al., 2009).  Laraia et al. (2009) found in their study of 206 African American mothers 
of low income that 34% were marginally food insecure and 13% were food insecure.   In a 
qualitative study of 27 low-income African American mothers of toddlers, the mothers indicated 
that they knew their children should eat more fruits and vegetables, but they simply could not 
afford them (Horodynski et al., 2009).  One mother indicated that she bought foods that had a 
long lasting shelf life in order to save money and stated “it costs more, you know. It costs more 
to eat better and so they looking at OK, I’m looking at getting my child full, you know, as 
opposed to something healthier” (Horodynski et al., 2009, p. 19).  Food access may limit a 
mother’s ability to support a mealtime routine on a daily basis.   
 While food access is a major factor faced by African American mothers of low 
socioeconomic status, many of these African American mothers named benefits to maintaining 
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the family mealtime and worked hard to facilitate this important family routine (Herman et al., 
2012; Jarrett, et al., 2014; Malhotra et al., 2013).  In a qualitative study of 11 African American 
mothers of preschoolers with income at or below the Federal poverty level, most tried to 
maintain a regular or flexible schedule for sit-down meals (Jarrett et al., 2014).  The mothers 
viewed family meals as a way to promote family cohesion (Jarrett et al., 2014).  This is similar to 
studies of other mothers from various socioeconomic groups who also valued mealtime as a time 
for family togetherness and cohesion (Martin-Biggers et al., 2014; Quick et al., 2012). Similarly, 
Malhotra et al. (2013) found that 20 primarily African American mothers living in low-income 
households saw mealtime as a way to strengthen family bonds and as a major way to promote 
open communication with their young children.  These mothers reported enjoyment in being 
together with their children and saw it as an opportunity to help their children learn to problem 
solve, learn important values, and be grateful, honest, and non-judgmental (Malhotra et al., 
2013).   
 Barriers to mealtime also exist for African American mothers of low socioeconomic 
status.  Among these are work and household schedules, the need to work outside the home, 
maintaining behavior of the children at the table, and the desire to have more help in preparing 
and cleaning up the meal (Jarrett et al., 2009; Malhotra et al., 2009).  Jarrett et al. (2009) found 
that African American mothers living at or below the Federal poverty level identified work, 
household, and child schedules to be major barriers to family mealtimes.  This also included 
families that lived with extended kin, as this created the need to balance and coordinate multiple 
adult and child schedules (Jarrett et al., 2009).  One mother spoke of her night shift work 
schedule and long hours as a barrier to mealtime stating “their grandmother usually takes them 
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for breakfast…I work the 11:00 to 7:00 shift” (Jarrett et al., 2009, p. 15).  Malhotra et al. (2009) 
found other barriers expressed by African American mothers of low socioeconomic status.  
Mothers in their study stated that they had many challenges regarding their children’s behavior at 
the table during meals and were frustrated and worn out from the time-consuming process of 
cooking, cleaning, and serving a meal (Malhotra et al., 2009).  These mothers also described 
being tired from a long day of work and not having another adult help with the mealtime work 
(Malhotra et al., 2009).  While these barriers may be unique to this segment of the African 
American population, more research is needed to explore this idea.    
Chapter Summary 
 Mothering is a complex and multi-faceted occupation that can be thought of as the work 
that women do in caring for and nurturing children that occurs over a lifetime (Arendell, 2000; 
Chodorow, 1978; Francis-Connolly, 2000; Ruddick, 1995).  It involves tasks related to the 
nurturing and protection of children, but varies across individuals and cultures (Ruddick, 1995). 
Maternal work encompasses preservation, growth, and social acceptability which includes 
protecting and providing for a child’s safety and well-being (Ruddick, 1995). This maternal work 
contributes to a mother’s identity, self-esteem, and self-efficacy. Mothering occupations and 
activities are influenced by a wide variety of contextual factors including culture, race, and 
socioeconomic status that are enfolded within the daily routines and activities of mothering.  
African American mothers, which is the focus of this research study, have unique ideas and 
concepts related to maternal work.  
For African American mothers within all socioeconomic categories, themes of survival, 
power, and identity significantly contribute to the shaping of what Collins (1994) refers to as 
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motherwork.  Motherwork is a concept that goes beyond the biological reproduction of children, 
but rather, has elements of physical survival, power, and identity (Collins, 1994). It is a 
collaborative process that empowers mothers and children within structures that historically 
oppress (Collins, 1994).  Othermothers is also an important concept within African American 
mothering and these women play an important role in helping biological mothers raise their 
children (Collins, 1987, 1994, 2009). Generations of mothers and grandmothers pass down 
significant mothering guidance and support within the community of African American mothers. 
While this may also be true within other cultural groups, it is a prominent theme in the African 
American mothering literature.  For all mothers, mothering tasks occurred during the daily 
routine.  
Daily routines can be thought of as a structure through which occupation is organized and 
brings meaning and a sense of identity to both children and family members (Clark, 2000; Segal, 
2004).  Routines provide a structure for socialization of culturally acceptable behavior in 
children and can also be a way for children to practice emerging skills, as well as learn new skills 
that are facilitated by an adult caregiver (Denham, 2003; Spagnola & Fiese, 2007).  Routines 
provide a structure to the day that can allow person to develop and maintain a healthful life.  
  One of the most frequently named routines in the literature that mothers engage in is the 
family mealtime. It has many benefits, including increasing the health and well-being of the 
family, facilitating the development of a wide array of skills in young children, transmitting 
culture, and improving family relationships and connections.  Nourishing and feeding a child is 
an important role of mothering across socioeconomic groups.  Maternal care and support for 
children has been associated with feeding and providing mealtimes.  Although some attention 
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has been given to the role of mothering and mealtimes in the literature, little research exists to 
describe the phenomenological meaning of mealtimes to African American mothers of low 
socioeconomic status.     
 Participation in occupation has implications for wellness and health promotion.  OT has 
its roots in health promoting constructs, such as engaging in occupations and using time in 
meaningful and productive ways (Hildenbrand & Lamb 2013).  African American mothers of 
low socioeconomic status and their young children have been shown in the literature to be at a 
disadvantage for health and nutrition risks, as well as food insecurity issues (Ahye et al., 2006; 
Horodynski et al., 2009; Horodynski et al., 2010).  Considering the lived experiences of these 
mothers in regard to mealtime has implications for experiencing health through the power of 
occupation.  OT practitioners can work to explore and create culturally relevant health promoting 
interventions that address the establishment of quality mealtime routines with African American 
mothers and their young children. 
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Chapter 3: Methods 
Research Design 
 This study used a phenomenological research design, modified photovoice, and 
photo-elicitation interviews to illuminate the lived experience of African American 
mothers of low socioeconomic status and their young children around mealtimes.  
Phenomenology is concerned with discovering and understanding what a particular 
phenomenon is (Wilding & Whiteford, 2005).  Phenomenology gives insight into the 
meaning or “essences” of experiences that are difficult to observe or measure (Richards 
& Morse, 2007; Wilding & Whiteford, 2005).  It is particularly useful when there has 
been little published about a topic or when an area needs to be described in greater depth.  
Analysis leads to an exhaustive description of the phenomenon and multiple viewpoints 
on the part of the researcher (Sleigh, 2005).  The researcher chose this design because of 
the exploratory nature of the study and the desire to obtain a rich and comprehensive 
understanding of the experience of mealtime with African American mothers of low 
socioeconomic status and young children.  
 Phenomenology.  The aim of phenomenology is “to answer questions of 
meaning…this method is most useful when the task at hand is to understand an 
experience as it is understood by those who are having it” (Cohen, 2000, p. 3).  Edmund 
Husserl is credited with the initial development of phenomenology and developed the 
term lifeworld, one of its key concepts (Finlay, 2008).  The life world comprises the 
world of objects around us as we perceive them and also our experience of our “self, 
body, and relationships” (Finlay, 2008, p. 1).  It is essentially the world in which we live.  
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Husserl referred to a researcher’s phenomenology project as a “return to the things 
themselves,” meaning the world of experience as it is lived (Finlay, 2008, p. 1).   
 Transcendental phenomenology, developed by Husserl and further delineated by 
Moustakas, is focused on developing a rich description of the experiences of the 
participants, rather than the interpretations of the researcher (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 
1994).  The core functions of transcendental phenomenology include not being concerned 
with matters of fact, but rather determining meanings; dealing with both real essences and 
possible essences; offering direct insight into the essence of things; and seeking to obtain 
knowledge through a state of subjectivity (Moustakas, 1994).  The procedures, as 
outlined by Moustakas, consist of identifying the phenomenon to study, bracketing one’s 
own experiences, collecting data from several persons who have experienced the 
phenomenon, analyzing the data by reducing it to significant statements (or quotes), and 
then combining the statements into themes (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).  The final 
steps include developing a rich textural description of the experiences of the persons and 
a structural description of their experiences (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).   
 Epoche, is an important first step in transcendental phenomenology.  It means to 
refrain from judgement; it is a new way of looking at things (Moustakas, 1994).  
Moustakas (1994) described this process as follows: “the everyday judgements, and 
knowings are set aside, and phenomena are revisited freshly, naively, in a wide open 
sense, from the vantage point of a pure or transcendental ego” (p. 786).  While Moustakas 
does admit that this perfect state is hardly ever achieved, it is important for the researcher 
to describe her or his own experiences with the phenomenon and bracket out their views 
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before beginning the research project and gathering data about the experiences of others 
(Creswell, 2013).  This process can occur through reflexive journaling and writing out the 
researcher’s prejudgments, biases, and preconceived ideas about the phenomenon in 
question.  It is important for the researcher to be transparent to himself/herself and to 
write down and reflect upon current thoughts and feelings about persons, situations or 
issues (Moustakas, 1994).   
 Phenomenology emphasizes a particular phenomenon or lived experience for 
exploration, which is done with a group of participants who all have had experience with 
the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).  Usually this is a heterogeneous 
group of at least 3-4 and up to 10-15 persons who have all experienced the phenomenon 
under study (Polkinghorne, 1989).  Participants can be recruited through criterion or 
snowball sampling.  Data collection involves long, in-depth, semi structured interviews, 
but it can also include observations and documents, such as photographs and journals 
(Creswell, 2013).   
 The interview is key for data collection in the phenomenological process.  The 
researcher as interviewer aims to elicit details of the person’s lived situation rather than 
elicit views or interpretations (Finlay, 2008).  Thus, the interviewer needs to ask 
questions that allow participants to describe their experience.  Typical questions could 
include: Could you describe a typical day? or Can you describe that particular incident in 
more detail? (Finlay, 2008).  The researcher’s aim in the interview is to empathize with 
the participant’s situation and offer prompts to explore the subjective dimensions of that 
experience (Finlay, 2008).  The interview is also used as a way to develop rapport and a 
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conversational relationship with the participant about the meaning of the experience 
(Munhall, 2012).  It is critical to conduct the interviews where the participant is most 
comfortable and to let the interview be an exchange of ideas; it is “an interchange of 
views between two persons conversing about a theme of mutual interest” (Groenewald, 
2004, p. 13).  Repeated interviews are recommended to develop increased trust and 
rapport, but they are essential in capturing more detailed and in-depth information about 
the phenomenon of interest (Kahn, 2000; Munhall, 2012).   
 Finally, data analysis in a transcendental phenomenological reduction process is 
one that leads to the development of a textural description of the meanings and essences 
of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).  Data analysis follows a systematic procedure that 
moves from the narrow units of analysis (significant statements and quotes) to broader 
meaning units (themes) and then to detailed descriptions that include what the 
participants experienced and how they experienced it (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).  
The beginning analysis process, called horizonalization, is one in which every statement 
is initially treated as having equal value; later statements that are irrelevant or repetitive 
are eliminated, leaving only the “horizons” (textural meanings) (Moustakas, 1994).  
These horizons are then clustered into themes and finally into textural and structural 
descriptions of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).   
 Occupational scientists and occupational therapists concern themselves with the 
study of human occupation, yet the complexities of occupational engagement have been 
little studied in the literature (Lala & Kinsella, 2011).  Engagement in occupation is 
complex, with a multitude of contextual factors that impact how people engage in 
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occupation (Lala & Kinsella, 2011).  Phenomenology is well-suited for the study of 
occupation as it can explicate lived experiences and uncover a deeper meaning of 
engagement with a particular occupation (Reed, Hocking, & Smythe, 2011).  In this 
study, the researcher sought to gain a thick description of mealtimes for African 
American women of low socioeconomic status and young children.  Phenomenology, as a 
method, allows the researcher to understand individuals’ common and/or shared 
experiences of a phenomenon and allows for a deeper understanding of that phenomenon; 
aiming to capture the participant’s subjective meaning and lived experience (Creswell, 
2013; Finlay, 2009). 
 Visual methods.  Photographs enhance the phenomenological process as they are 
used to guide the interview and obtain the participant’s perspective (McCloy, White, 
Bunting, & Forwell, 2014).  Photos are a tool that can give an added voice to participants 
to elicit information and rich descriptions of phenomena in order to gain a greater 
understanding of that phenomenon (Harding et al., 2009).   
Visual methods have been used in research for many years and developed in several 
disciplines including anthropology, sociology, psychology, the humanities, and education (Lal, 
Jarus, & Suto, 2012).  The emergence of photo methods can be credited to anthropologist John 
Collier who used photographs to understand the environmental basis for stress (Collier, 1957; 
Fritz & Lysack, 2014).  Collier concluded that interviews with photographs produced “richer, 
more specific and focused data than the interviews that did not use photography” (Fritz & 
Lysack, 2014, p. 248).  Photo methods have been supported by many researchers across 
disciplines for their ability to elicit “emotional, profoundly detailed, and highly reflective insider 
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accounts of human experience not readily accessed by other methods” (Fritz & Lysack, 2014, p. 
248).  Clark-Ibanez (2004) also found that photos are a very intimate aspect of the social domain 
and act as a medium of communication between the researcher and participant.  Two such visual 
methods that are gaining popularity in social sciences research are photovoice and photo 
elicitation.   
Photovoice. Photovoice is a participatory action and health-promotion-based method 
developed by Wang and Burris in 1997 (Lal et al., 2012; Hartman et al., 2011; Wang & Burris, 
1997).  It is a participant-driven process by which cameras are placed in the hands of the 
participants, instead of the hands of the researcher, thereby empowering the participants to 
express issues that they feel should be addressed as opposed to the issues the researcher thinks 
should be addressed (Hartman et al., 2011).  Its theoretical underpinnings are based on Paulo 
Freire’s approach to critical education, as well as feminist theory, and a community-based 
approach to documentary photography (Wang & Pies, 2004). Freire believed that every human is 
capable of viewing the world critically “and with proper tools, will begin to perceive and 
interpret their social realities and the contradictions within those realities” (Hartman et al., 2011, 
p. 294).  Thus, the camera becomes the tool with which the participants engage in their 
surroundings and critically analyze their reality (Hartman et al., 2011).   
Photovoice has three main goals.  The first is to enable people to record and reflect their 
community’s strengths and concerns; the second is to promote critical dialogue and knowledge 
about important community issues through large and small group discussions of the photos; the 
third is to reach policymakers (Catalani & Minkler, 2009; Hartman et al., 2011; Wang & Burris, 
1997).  The photovoice method is highly consistent with participatory action-based research, 
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which stresses empowerment “and an emphasis on individual and community strengths, 
colearning, community capacity building and balancing research and action” (Catalani & 
Minkler, 2009, p. 2).  Photovoice has many benefits.  
The biggest benefit of using photovoice is its participatory nature (Hartman et al., 2011).  
The voice in photovoice is that of the community member who decides what to address in her or 
his photos (Hartman et al., 2011; Wang & Burris, 1997).  Wang and Burris (1997) argued that it 
adds to the needs assessment process by enabling health researchers and practitioners to  
“[perceive] the world from the viewpoint of the people who lead lives that are different from 
those traditionally in control of the means for imaging the world” (p. 372). The participatory 
nature values the knowledge and expertise of the participants (Wang & Burris, 1997).   
Other advantages include the ability of photovoice to transcend a participant’s literacy 
and language proficiency. It is a useful methodology for those who may lack the ability to 
communicate verbally or write proficiently (Hartman et al., 2011).  It provides an opportunity to 
do research that is engaging and helps to reduce power imbalances; it is particularly useful when 
conducting research with marginalized populations, such as those affected by poverty, 
immigration, or indigenous status (Lal et al., 2012).   
Photovoice can be modified and combined with photo elicitation interviews.  Catalini and 
Minkler (2009) conducted a scoping review of the peer-reviewed literature on photovoice in 
public health and related disciplines; they found many variations among studies.  While 
photovoice is most traditionally associated with focus group interviews about a participant’s 
photos, it has been modified by researchers who conduct one-on-one interviews and use photo- 
elicitation techniques to explore the constructs and meanings of the photographs (Catalini & 
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Minkler, 2009).  In their study on occupational choice among marginalized young people, 
Gallagher, Pettigrew, and Muldoon (2015) used photovoice as a participant- and occupation-
centered method; it was followed by photo-elicitation interviews.  While Gallagher et al.  (2015) 
conducted three interviews in groups of two, the other three interviews were conducted one-on-
one.  Photovoice was intentionally used to hear the voices of an underrepresented population 
living in disadvantaged communities in order to better understand their risk of occupational 
choices (Gallagher et al., 2015).  
From an occupational science perspective, photovoice can enhance understanding of a 
participant’s experiences and perspectives on activities and roles, and meanings and experiences, 
of both health and the environment (Lal et al., 2012).  Photovoice can be used along with other 
methodologies, such as phenomenology, to capture new and broader understandings of the 
participant’s occupations and the meanings associated with them (Lal et al., 2012; Hartman et al., 
2011).  While there are a limited number of photovoice-based papers in the rehabilitation and OT 
literature, this researcher believed that this method was particularly beneficial in capturing the 
experience of the occupation of mealtime from a mother’s voice and viewpoint in a way that 
empowered her as an active participant in the research process.  
Photo elicitation.  Photo-elicitation is a process in which photographs are inserted into 
the interview process (Harper, 2002; Rose, 2012).  The participants are given instructions to take 
pictures that can extend along a continuum of objects, people, or artifacts (Harper, 2002).  At one 
end of the spectrum are photos that depict events that are part of a collective or institution (such 
as work or school); at the other end are photos that depict aspects of family or of a social group 
(Harper, 2002).  The photos are then used in conjunction with the research interview to (a) 
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trigger in-depth responses and memories,  (b)  discover participant’s beliefs and values, (Fritz & 
Lysaak, 2014; Harper, 2002; Ines-Meo, 2010; Rose, 2012),   (c) draw out the viewer’s responses, 
and (d) help draw attention to the subjective meaning of the images for the participant (Clark-
Ibanez, 2004).   
Researchers who have used the photo-elicitation interview (PEI) have documented 
several advantages.  Rose (2012) named four key strengths:  the photos can get participants to 
explain and elaborate on information and to get different insights into certain social phenomena; 
the photos are useful in exploring everyday things in participants’ lives that are taken for 
granted”; using photos empowers the participants by allowing them to become active experts in 
the research process; and finally, the photos demand more of a collaboration between the 
researcher and participant as compared to other methods (Rose, 2012, p. 306).  Others 
researchers have found similar advantages, especially around empowerment.  Ines-Meo (2010) 
found that using PEI enhanced rapport and communication with the participants, as well as 
increased interviewees’ participation and control.  Clark-Ibanez (2004) reported that using PEI 
disrupted some of the power dynamics between interviewer and interviewee.  PEI was a tool that 
could be used to simultaneously gather data and empower the participant.   
 There are still other advantages to using PEI: images help engage participants in 
conversation; images enhance rapport between interviewer and participant; images elicited 
longer and more enjoyable interviews; images allowed the gathering of richer data; and images 
allowed the emergence of unexpected topics (Harper, 2002; Ines Meo, 2010; McCloy et al., 
2014).  In their research with children, McCloy et al. (2014) found that photo-elicitation 
enhanced rapport building and allowed the participants to take the lead in the interviews; it 
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yielded more meaningful and thoughtful exploration of the children’s experiences.  Similarly, 
Harding et al. (2009) found that photos were effective in eliciting the unique views of children 
with disabilities; it allowed them increased opportunities for communication and engaged them 
further in the research process.  In another study, PEI was also found to be effective in obtaining 
a rich “verbal commentary” and promoted adolescents’ active engagement in the interview and 
research process (Wells, Ritchie, & McPherson, 2012).   
 Photo-elicitation interviews are beginning to emerge in occupational science and OT 
research.  Hartman, Mandich, Magalhães, & Orchard (2011) examined visual methodologies and 
their potential to contribute to the study of occupation.  They found that the use of visual 
methodologies is growing quickly in a number of disciplines and can allow researchers access to 
information that may not readily be apparent through interview or survey (Hartman et al., 2011).  
Hartman et al. stated that “eliciting visual responses can promote new, more reflexive ways of 
thinking about occupations, such as focusing on the activities that people engage in” (Hartman et 
al., p. 292).  Eliciting visual responses can be a way to engage in client-centeredness and to 
explore experiences in the participant’s voice and from the participant’s perspective (Harding et 
al., 2009; Lal et al., 2012).  McCloy et al. (2014) found that PEI allowed researchers to access 
information that was richer, deeper, and “more authentic to the individual’s experience of daily 
occupations” (p. 1).  Thus, photo-elicitation was used with phenomenology to further capture the 
experience of the occupation of mealtime using mothers’ voices and views in a way that 
empowered them as active participants in the research process.   
Research Assumptions 
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The context of this study comes from the researcher’s experience as a pediatric therapist 
working with children and their families over the course of 20 years.  As a therapist in early 
intervention, I worked with many children who had feeding difficulties, including their family 
members; primarily mothers.  Many of these mothers struggled with what they wanted mealtime 
to look like, and had the added difficulty of incorporating a child with feeding difficulties into 
that family occupation.  In order to better understand how the child with a feeding difficulty 
could fit into the family’s mealtime, I needed to understand the meaning of mealtimes from the 
mother’s perspective in order to provide a holistic, family-centered intervention.  Over the years, 
I began to see the need for increased family-centeredness as more critical as I took a closer look 
at feeding interventions in my master’s and doctoral work and noticed how performance-
component centered they were. My own experience of being a mother with five children also 
caused me to reflect on the meaning of mealtime.  As I raised five children, I struggled with the 
idea of what an “ideal” mealtime experience should look like for my children and began to form 
and shape my own meanings around our family mealtime experience.  I had my own struggles 
with engaging my young children in a daily mealtime experience and wondered about the 
experiences of other mothers.   
 In recent years, I have engaged with a childcare center in the urban mid-west and 
developed a relationship with the staff and teachers through various projects with my OT 
students.  Engaging with this diverse African American community has led to more questions 
about mealtimes and how mothers are impacted by socio-cultural factors, and how that affects 
meaning and participation in this complex occupation.  At the childcare center all the children 
participate in “family style” meals, but the staff indicate this is less likely to occur in their home 
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lives due to many contextual factors.  This concept of family-style meals needs continued 
exploration as I, myself, have encountered difficulties with this concept in my own mothering 
and attempts to put a meal on the table.  Coming from my therapist background and my own 
experiences of mothering, I sought to learn what the lived experiences of African American 
mothers of low socioeconomic status around mealtimes really is.   
 The research design of this study sought to reveal the authentic voices of the African 
American mothers living in North Minneapolis, MN.  It assumed that the individuals in the study 
accurately and truthfully reported about their experiences and that engaging a homogenous group 
experiencing the same phenomenon in the data collection process helped validate the themes that 
emerged?.  The design also assumed that this study would not be without risk of? Bias; hence, 
the researcher engaged in a continuous reflexive process throughout the study.   
Setting 
The childcare center is run by a non-profit organization in an urban city in the Midwest.  
It offers high-quality childcare programming for children ages six weeks to 12 years.   
The childcare center commits itself to providing early childhood education, preschool 
programming, out-of-school-time programming, school readiness and school reinforcement for 
children six weeks through 12 years of age (K. Osborn, personal communication, June 23, 2014).  
The center integrates intensive family support services within their programming to promote 
protective factors, positive parenting techniques, and community resources for high-risk children 
and families living in poverty. (K. Osborn, personal communication, June 23, 2014) 
The center serves approximately 180 children from 90 families living in a specific inner 
city environment in the Midwest. Of these, 92 children range in age from infancy to four years. 
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Currently 172 of the children are of African American heritage (K. Osborn, personal 
communication, June 5, 2014). The average income for a family of four at the center is about 
$14,000; for 2016, the Federal poverty guideline for a family of four was $24,300 (Federal 
poverty level, 2016).  Of parents with children at the center, 97% receive childcare assistance 
and all families qualify for either free or reduced lunches (K. Osborn, personal communication, 
June 5, 2014).  
 Participants were recruited from the childcare center and all data were collected at the 
center.  This setting was chosen for the interviews because it was a familiar, convenient, private, 
and safe environment. 
Sampling 
 Sampling is considered purposive when the researcher hand picks the subjects on the 
basis of certain criteria (Groenewald, 2004; Portney & Watkins, 2009). It is considered one of 
the most important non-probability sampling techniques. Patton (1990) stated that “the power of 
purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich cases for study in depth” (p. 169). It is 
important in phenomenology that all participants have experienced the phenomenon in question. 
Criterion sampling is a strategy that selects all cases that meet some predetermined criterion 
(Patton, 1990); it works well with phenomenological studies (Creswell, 2013).  This study 
employed a purposive sampling strategy with specific criteria to ensure that all participants all 
had the experience of the phenomenon being studied.   
Participants. The participants were mothers 18 years of age or older, who self-identified 
as African American, and had one or more children between the ages of two and six living with 
them and attending the childcare center.  Participants were excluded if they were not 18 years of 
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age or older, did not self-identify as African American, or did not have a child between the ages 
of two and six living with them or attending the childcare center.  African American women 
were chosen for this study as they are representative many of the families and children that 
attend the center.  Participants were provided with information about the study and selected 
based on age, appropriate age of their child, availability, and willingness to participate and 
reflect on the phenomenon of family mealtime and mothering (Richards & Morse, 2007).  In this 
way, the sample was based on researcher judgment and persons recruited had experiences 
relating to the phenomenon of interest (Groenewald, 2004).   
Table 1.  
Demographic Data of Participants 
Pseudonym Age of 
Mother 
Age of 
children 
Marital 
status 
Years of 
school 
Employment 
Status 
Yearly 
Household 
Income 
Shantell 36 16,11,6,3,2 Married Some college, no 
degree 
Part-time, outside 
the home 
20,000-29,999 
Jackie 29 5 Partnered Associate degree Full time, outside 
the home 
20,000-29,999 
Janeca 34 2,4,7,9 Divorced/separated Some college, no 
degree 
Unemployed Less than 
10,000 
Bianca 29 5 Single/never 
married 
Associate degree Unemployed Less than 
10,000 
Liana 34 3,6 Single/never 
married 
Trade/Technical Full-time, outside 
the home 
20,000-29,999 
Dina 31 2,4 Single/never 
married 
Some college/no 
degree 
Full-time, outside 
the home 
20,000-29,999 
Krystol 26 8 mos, 6,8,9 Divorced/separated Some college/no 
degree 
Part-time, outside 
the home 
10,000-19,999 
 
Sample size. Data in phenomenological studies are collected from a homogeneous group 
of at least three-four and up to 10-15 individuals who have all experienced the phenomenon 
under study (Creswell, 2013).  In phenomenological studies, Creswell (2013) recommended at 
least five-25 participants.  For this study, the researcher recruited seven participants, but one 
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dropped out after the first interview.  Thus, six mothers participated in the second photo 
elicitation interviews.   
Protection of Human Subjects 
Informed consent (see Appendix A) was obtained from each participant prior to 
participation in the study.  The consent form given to the participant and read out loud to ensure 
she understood it before signing. It was made clear to all participants that they did not have to 
participate if they did not wish to and that there would be no consequences for not participating. 
All interviews were audiotaped; and real names changed during transcription for 
confidentiality. Demographic information was kept confidential in a locked file cabinet in the 
researcher’s home.  Data on the demographic form was de-identified: number replaced names for 
identification by the researcher.  A transcription company was hired transcribe the interviews. It 
was required to keep the interviews and typed interview transcripts in an encrypted file on their 
computer with a password known only to the transcriptionist. Once all the data were transferred 
back to the researcher, the transcriptionist was required to destroy all data.  All e-mail 
correspondence between the transcriptionist and researcher was done through password-
protected e-mail files. All audio-taped interviews, typed interview transcripts, and photographs 
were kept in a locked file in the researcher’s home. The typed, transcribed interviews were kept 
in an encrypted file on the researcher’s computer with a password only known to the researcher.   
Another level of informed consent regarding the visual materials (photographs) was also 
addressed.  Informed consent or assent was obtained from anyone appearing in the photographs.  
If a child appeared in the photo, informed consent was obtained from the child’s parents and 
assent obtained from the child appearing in the picture.  Participants signed a third consent form 
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if they volunteered to have their photographs appear in research publications, presentations, or 
other venues...  The issue of obtaining consent and/or assent from additional persons in the 
photographs was challenging. The consent and assent procedure were out of the researcher’s 
hands.  The participant was provided with consent/assent forms which they then presented to the 
person they wanted to include in their photograph.  This procedure was carefully reviewed with 
the participants during the first interview.   
Risks and Benefits of Participation 
Most of the risks associated with this project were risks that any photovoice participant 
might face. These risks were psychological in nature and included negative responses from 
others when a respondent wanted to take their photograph and discomfort talking about sensitive 
subjects.  Other potential risks included: probing of personal or sensitive information during the 
interview, and/or possible invasion of privacy of the person and their family through using the 
photographs, even though participants had control over what or who they took the photographs 
of and which photographs they chose to share with the researcher.  Participants were explicitly 
instructed not to photograph any individuals or private property without first asking for and 
receiving permission. Participants were also explicitly asked not to take any photographs of 
illegal activities.   
Participants were given a $50 grocery card and small photo album for participating in the 
two interviews for the study.  A third $10 grocery card was given to those participants who 
participated in a third member-checking interview.  Benefits of the study included gaining an in-
depth account of the mealtime experience for African American mothers of low socioeconomic 
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status.  This in-depth account could inform future intervention planning and could inform work 
with this population of mothers and their young children around mealtimes.   
Procedures 
1. Reflexive journaling 
Journaling began before recruitment and interviews; it continued after each interview, 
and during data analysis as a way to acknowledge new and reoccurring thoughts, 
feelings, and ideas that might influence the data analysis process and outcome of the 
study (see below for details).   
2. Participant recruitment 
 
Participants were recruited through the center using recruitment flyers designed by the 
researcher and approved by NOVA’s IRB committee. They were distributed to all 
potential mothers through the help of two social workers at the center ((see Appendix B).  
Flyers were distributed in person at the center as mothers were dropping off or picking up 
their children.  Recruitment flyers were also hung on a bulletin board at the center.  All 
interested participants were instructed on the flyer to contact the researcher by phone at 
her office or to contact one of the social workers (in person at the center) who then put 
the mother in touch with the researcher via phone.  Mothers were also recruited through 
two, 60-minute “meet and greet events” at the center at the end of the day during child 
pick-up time in January and March of 2017. This event was held at the center with the 
two social workers prior to the start of the interviews to further introduce the study and 
provide details to candidates.  
3. Interview 1 
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After informed consent was given, a semi-structured, in-depth interview with open-ended 
questions was conducted by this researcher with each mother in a private room at the 
center. The sessions lasted 45-60 minutes.  Each interview was audio-recorded with the 
permission of the participant.  The researcher initially spoke informally with the 
participant to gain her trust and to answer any questions she might have had.  Initiation of 
the interview included an introduction of the researcher and the purpose of the research 
being conducted along with the important contribution of the research to health and well-
being and potential interventions with mothers and young children around mealtime. The 
participants were asked to speak openly and honestly throughout the interview and were 
ensured that all data would be kept confidential.  Participants were informed that they 
would be given the opportunity to participate in member checking of the transcripts and 
data analysis. They were also told they could stop the interview or participation in the 
study at any point without negative consequences.   
Key interview questions (Appendix C) were used to elicit the participants’ 
experiences, feelings, and beliefs around their family mealtime routine with their young 
child or children. As the researcher, I was the key person obtaining data from the 
participants.  In qualitative research, “it is through the researcher’s facilitative interaction 
that a context is created where respondents share rich data regarding their experiences 
and life world” (Chenail, 2009, p. 14).  It was important to use open-ended questions to 
help draw out the phenomenon of the family mealtime from the participant’s 
perspectives.  As the interviewer, it was crucial to use follow-up questions to elicit details 
about the respondent’s experience and to minimize the feeling of power in the interview 
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(Chenail, 2009; Nunkoosing, 2005).  The interview process was reciprocal, that is, both 
researcher and participant engaged in the dialogue (Groenewald, 2004).   
4. Photovoice  
At the end of the first interview, participants were given a disposable camera (with 27 
exposures) and instructions to take 10-15 photographs over the next two weeks that 
captured the meaning of mealtime with their young child or children Verbal instructions 
were given by this researcher on how to operate the disposable camera and examples 
were given of what kind of photographs the participants could take, for example, a typical 
mealtime.  The investigator and participant discussed ethical issues around taking 
photographs for research purposes and practiced basic photographic skills (as needed).  
Consent and assent forms were given to the participants with detailed instructions on how 
to include people and children in their photos.  Participants returned their camera and 
additional consent forms in a provided envelope to the social workers at the center. The 
researcher picked up the cameras and developed the photos from each camera.  Two sets 
of photographs were developed by the researcher; one set was offered to the participants 
to keep along with a small photo album. The researcher only kept the photos that the 
participant chose for the photo elicitation interview.  
5. Photo-elicitation interview (Interview 2) 
 
At the second meeting, the participant and researcher reviewed the participant’s photos.  
The participant showed only the photographs she wanted to use in the photo elicitation 
interview. The photo elicitation interview, lasting 60-90 minutes, was conducted by the 
researcher with each participant using her photographs as the main prompts.  During this 
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photo- elicitation interview, the participants were asked broad questions such as (a) Tell 
me about this photo. (b) What is happening in this photo? (c) Please explain how this 
photo to represents your experience of mealtime.  (d) What does this photo show? (see 
Appendix D).  Participants were also allowed to reflect on the process of taking the 
photos.  In the tradition of photovoice, the participants selected two of their favorite 
photos and dictated a narrative to the researcher that accompanied them. Photographs 
were numbered so the interviewer could easily refer to them in the interview and analysis 
process.  Participants were given a $50 grocery food card at the end of the second 
interview as a thank you for participating.  Two sets of prints were developed by the 
researcher so the participant had a choice as to whether they would like to keep their 
photographs or not and were given a small photo album to display them.  The participant 
was given a chance to participate in a third interview to review the interpretations, 
themes, and textural descriptions with the researcher and given the chance to offer their 
reflections.  The third interview was optional, but if they chose to participate, they 
received an additional $10 grocery card.  
6. Transcribing the interviews 
Each interview was transcribed verbatim by a professional transcription company using 
headphones to protect the privacy of the participants.  The researcher also transcribed the 
first interview as a way to become immersed in the data.  Pseudonyms were used in place 
of real names to protect the privacy of all participants and their children.  
7. Data management 
83 
 
 
All data, including consent forms, photographs, interview transcripts, field notes, and the 
researcher’s personal reflexive journal were kept in a locked file in the researcher’s 
home.  All transcribed and typed interviews were kept in an encrypted file on the 
researcher’s computer protected by a password known only to the researcher.   
8. Data analysis 
Audio interviews were listened to several times and transcripts were thoroughly read and 
reread; first as a whole, then in chunks.  Line-by-line analysis was done to identify codes 
and categories that emerged from the data. Photographs were analyzed along with the 
photo-elicitation interview responses and the individual narratives provided by the 
participants and then together with the complete textual data (Rose, 2012).  In-depth 
analysis using Moustaka’s (1994) recommended methodology for phenomenological 
research was used throughout the data analysis process (see below for detailed steps).  
9. Reviewing the final synthesis and textural description 
All participants were given the opportunity to examine the final themes and synthesis of 
the textural description of their experiences of mealtimes through an optional third 
meeting at NCDC with the researcher.  They were encouraged to give feedback, 
additions, or corrections and received an additional $10 grocery card for participating.   
Data Collection Instruments 
 Demographic data. For each participant, I gathered the following data: age, ethnic 
identity, income level, education, employment status, age of children, number living in 
household, and marriage status (see Appendix D). 
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Photovoice. As initiated by Wang and Burris (1997), and adapted to other contexts, 
photovoice involves several steps: 
1. Introduce photovoice and the idea of taking photographs on the meaning of 
mealtimes. 
2. Discuss ethical issues around taking photographs for research, practice basic 
photographic skills (as necessary), explain the project to others, and ask permission 
before taking their photograph. 
3. Take photographs for this project that visually document the project theme from the 
photographer’s point of view. 
4. Use the selected photos as an impetus for discussion and explore the themes one on 
one. 
5. Write or dictate narratives to accompany the selected photographs to further elaborate 
on the participant’s perspective. 
 Interview questions. The interview is the primary mode of data collection within 
phenomenological research.  It serves two important purposes: (a) a means of gathering and 
exploring experiential narrative data that then serves as a resource for developing a rich and deep 
understanding of the phenomenon in question and (a) the means by which the interviewer can 
develop a conversational relationship with the participant about the meaning of her experiences 
(Munhall, 2012).  The questions are carefully framed in order to draw out the lived experience of 
the participant in regard to the phenomenon (Munhall, 2012).  The questions in a 
phenomenological interview need to meet the criteria of description, that is, they need to ask the 
participant for a “description of a situation in which the participant has experienced the 
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phenomenon” (Englander, 2012, p. 25).  Two interviews were conducted with each participant.  
An optional third interview offered to review final themes and interpretations of the data.  The 
first was a 30–45-minute semi structured interview with open-ended questions (see Appendix C) 
designed to obtain a full description of the phenomenon of mealtimes African American mothers 
with young children who have  low socioeconomic status.  The second interview was a 60–90-
minute photo-elicitation interview that took place after the participants had been instructed to 
take 10-15 photographs (over a two-week period), photographs that represented the meanings of 
mealtimes to them.  The second interview was a semi structured interview with the photographs; 
the questions were designed to draw out the participant’s thoughts and feelings about the 
photographs. (see Appendix D).   
Reflexive journal. Reflexivity is the process of critical self-reflection on one’s own 
biases, predispositions, and preferences (Schwandt, 2007).  Methodologically, reflexivity also 
indicates that the researcher is also “a part of the setting, context, and social phenomenon he or 
she seeks to understand” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 260).  In the transcendental phenomenological 
tradition, the researcher’s awareness of preexisting beliefs is key to examining and questioning 
new evidence as it is brought forth in the data (Creswell, 2013; Finlay, 2009; Moustakas, 1994). 
Researcher self-reflection, also referred to as epoche, involves setting aside one’s prejudgments, 
biases, and preconceived ideas about the research topic (Moustakas, 1994).  This was not only an 
important first step in the research process, but was used throughout the process, whereby I 
reflected on preconceived biases and ideas about the meanings of mealtimes for mothers with 
low socio-economic status.  This was an important step in the design and analysis of a 
phenomenological design, as well as with the photo-elicitation methods (Creswell, 2013; Pink, 
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2013).  Finlay (2009) indicated that the researcher should shift back and forth, first focusing on 
personal assumptions, then returning to look at the participants’ experiences with new eyes.  
Phenomenologists accept that researcher subjectivity is inevitable and adopt a 
“phenomenological attitude” in which “the researcher strives to be open to the other and see the 
world freshly in a different way” (Finlay, 2009. P. 12). This researcher journaled all preexisting 
ideas in order to be continuously aware of preexisting beliefs that “belong to the researcher 
rather than the researched” (Finlay, 2009, p. 12).  Journaling and reflecting on those 
preconceived ideas continued throughout the data collection and analysis process as the 
researcher became immersed in the data.    Specific questions addressed in the journal included 
the following:  
1. How does the researcher view mothering? 
2. How does the researcher view mealtime? 
3. What are the preconceived thoughts about low socioeconomic status? 
4. What are the preconceived thoughts about African Americans? 
5. How does this researcher feel about the African American culture? 
6. How does this cultural group differ from the researchers own cultural group? 
7. What stigmas does this researcher have about African American mothers? 
8. What are the preconceived thoughts regarding mothering and low socioeconomic 
status? 
9. How does the researcher view the mealtime experience and what are her own 
meanings and past experiences associated with it? 
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10. How does this researcher view mealtimes as contributing to overall health and well-
being of mothering? 
11. How can the researcher maintain an unbiased perspective during interviewing? 
12. How can the researcher maintain an unbiased perspective during photo analysis? 
Journaling continued throughout the research process, after each participant interview, 
and during data analysis to acknowledge new and reoccurring thoughts, feelings, and ideas that 
might influence the data analysis process and outcome of the study.   
Field notes. Groenewald (2004) suggests that field notes (or “memos”) are a “secondary 
data storage method in qualitative research” (p. 15) and can be observational, theoretical, 
methodological, or analytical.   These notes are considered a step toward data analysis as they 
involve interpretation and can be used to help clarify anything in the interview or future 
interviews (Groenewald, 2004).  .  Memos are notes that the researcher records on what he/she 
“hears, sees, experiences and thinks in the course of collecting and reflecting on the process” 
(Groenewald, 2004, p. 13).  Memos can be descriptive or they can contain reflections and 
“hunches, impressions, and feelings” (Groenewald, 2004, p. 14). By using memos, researchers 
can keep track of feelings and ideas as they happen in order to avoid biasing the data analysis 
later.  Memos are also helpful in the triangulation of data (Groenewald, 2004).  Memos were 
kept throughout the research process after each interview to reflect on what was happening; they 
were dated so that the researcher could correlate them with the data.  Examples included the 
researcher jotting down additional questions she had, additional areas that required exploration, 
and/or clarification of any answers given. All field notes were written up within 24 hours.   
Data Storage 
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All data, including consent forms, photographs, interview transcripts, field notes, and the 
researcher’s personal, reflexive journal were kept in a locked file in the researcher’s home.  All 
transcribed and typed interviews were kept in an encrypted file on the researcher’s computer 
protected by a password only she knew.  The hired transcription company also kept all 
transcribed interviews in an encrypted file on a password-protected computer.  All data will be 
kept for five years after which it will be destroyed, shredded, or erased accordingly.   
Data Management and Organization 
 Transcription. Each interview was transcribed verbatim using headphones to protect the 
privacy of the participants.  The researcher transcribed the first interview as a way of becoming 
immersed in the data, and a hired transcription company transcribed all remaining interviews.  
Pseudonyms were used in place of real names to protect privacy of all participants and their 
children.     
Data analysis 
Data analysis involved the researcher immersing him/herself in the data for a prolonged 
period of time.  Phenomenological researchers “engage in active and sustained reflection as they 
‘dwell’ with the data and interrogate it” (Finlay, 2008).  Audio interviews were listened to 
several times and transcripts were thoroughly read and reread; first as a whole, then in pieces and 
chunks.  Line by line analysis took place to identify codes and categories that emerged from the 
data.  Finlay (2008) stated that “the analytical process invariably involves a process of reflective 
writing and rewriting; this process aims to create depth” (p. 6).  All contexts must be taken into 
consideration including cultural, person, family, and community (Cohen et al., 2000).  
Photographs were analyzed along with the photo elicitation interview responses and individual 
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narratives provided by the participants and then together with the complete textual data (Rose, 
2012).  In depth analysis using Moustaka’s (1994) recommended methodology for 
phenomenological research was used throughout the data analysis process.   
Step 1. The researcher immersed herself in the data by listening to the audio interviews 
several times and then compared them to the transcribed, verbatim transcripts, which were also 
read several times to find statements about how the participants were experiencing the 
phenomenon. Each statement was considered with respect to its significance for the description 
of the experience.  This process is known as “horizontalizing” the data—finding statements 
(from both the interview and other sources) about how the participants were experiencing the 
topic, listing and treating each statement as having equal worth (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 
1994).  These statements were highlighted throughout each transcript. It was important to be 
receptive to every statement about the participant’s experience; especially letting each statement 
have equal value and contribute to the understanding of the nature of the phenomenon.  At this 
stage, each photo-elicitation transcript was also read while viewing each participant’s 
photographs.  Notes were made on the back of each photo to indicate what they represented to 
the participant. The photos were then set aside.   
Step 2.  After significant statements were highlighted, the researcher worked to develop a 
list of nonrepetitive and non-overlapping statements.  These were organized in a table format. 
These became the “invariant horizons or meaning units of the experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 
121).  A comparison of the transcribed interviews and the field notes were completed, with 
multiple reviews of both sets of data to verify this organizational process.  
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Step 3.  Before moving on to grouping the significant statements into categories, the 
participant’s photographs were further analyzed; first separately and then together with the 
textual data from the photo elicitation interviews.  Rose (2012) recommended this process as it 
“allows the specific roles of the photographs and the talk, the relation between them, to be 
considered more directly” (p. 315).  A thematic analysis was used in the analysis of the 
photographs.  
Step 4. A thematic analysis of all participants’ photographs was conducted as a way to 
get a sense of what each photo showed.  Each photo was coded and then categorized.  Rose 
(2012) recommended that the codes reflect the status of the photographs in the interview.  All the 
participant photos were then combined and analyzed as a group according to the participant’s 
explanation of their content and meaning.  This double analysis of the photographs helped 
reduced the number of categories.  Throughout the analysis process, the photos were constantly 
compared to the textual data from the photo-elicitation interviews and written or dictated 
narratives. It was important to continue engaging in a reflexive process when participating in 
analysis of the photographs. 
Step 5. Significant statements from the transcripts were grouped into larger units of 
information, called the meaning units, categories, or themes.  Using a table or chart format, the 
categories were named and grouped with the corresponding significant statements.  Categories 
from both the visual and textual data were reflected on and then collapsed into the overall themes 
that best described the experience of mealtime for African American mothers of low 
socioeconomic status.  After a final selection of themes, participants were invited to go through a 
second phase of corroboration and comment on whether the themes accurately and thoroughly 
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described their experiences.  Themes were also reviewed by a peer examiner versed in 
phenomenological qualitative analysis in order to promote a reflexive dialogue and add to the 
validity of the study.  
Step 6. The themes were synthesized into an overall description of the experience and 
included verbatim examples from participants’ interviews.  The researcher engaged in reflexive 
accounting in order to analyze and consider her perspective as a mother in the context of 
mealtime in order to bracket or set aside assumptions and prejudgments during the process of 
developing themes.  
Step 7.  A composite textural description of the meanings and essences of the experience 
were constructed, which integrated all the individual textural descriptions into “a universal 
description of the experience representing the group as a whole” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 122).  
This process was enhanced by the researcher’s reflexivity and by comparing and contrasting the 
findings to the literature, as well as reflecting on the deep cultural aspects that were reviewed. 
The researcher used ecocultural theory, the PEO model, health promotion model, and elements 
of critical social theory as frameworks to analyze the final data and textual descriptions.  These 
frameworks provided a lens for the researcher to examine the meanings and essences of the 
participants’ experiences.  
Step 8.  After completing the textural description, the researcher stepped back and 
reviewed all the data, including interview transcripts and photographs, and then summarized the 
study and considered any limitations.   
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Step 9. A research log/audit trail was kept throughout the entire process so that others 
could follow the researcher’s logic and to afford an opportunity to agree or disagree with the 
conclusions.  This research log documented the thought processes used to interpret the data.   
Trustworthiness and Integrity 
Trustworthiness is an issue of methodological rigor that can be addressed with many 
different strategies.  Creswell (2013) recommends eight validation strategies that are frequently 
used by qualitative researchers.  In this study, triangulation, member checking, peer examination, 
and an audit trail were used throughout the data collection and analysis phases.  Triangulation is 
a process of confirming concepts when more than one data collection method is used.   By 
comparing concepts derived through both the interviews and the photographs, the internal 
validity and credibility of the interpretation is increased (Portney & Watkins, 2009).  The process 
of corroborating the textual data and the photographic data enhances the study and gives multiple 
ways of validating the themes. During the second photo interview, member checking was 
conducted by restating [restating what exactly?] when going over the pictures and providing a 
summary of impressions for the participant’s input at the end of the session. At an optional third 
interview—conducted in person at the childcare center with three mothers—participants were 
given the chance to review the overall themes and synthesis of their textual descriptions.  
Validity was also addressed by using an audit trail, “a clear description and documentation of the 
thought processes used to interpret data” (Portney & Watkins, 2009, p. 312).  In this study, the 
trail included a research log, a researcher reflective journal, and field notes. This audit trail 
allows others who read the research to follow the researcher’s logic and agree or disagree with 
the conclusions, as well as, restructure categories and themes (Portney & Watkins, 2009).   
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Chapter Summary 
 This phenomenological study used a phenomenological design to explicate the lived 
experiences of mealtimes of African American mothers of low socioeconomic status who have 
young children attending the childcare center in the Northside of Minneapolis, Minnesota.  The 
participants were recruited using a purposive, criterion sampling strategy and were 18 years of 
age or older and self-identified as African American.  Informed consent was obtained prior to 
any data collection and from any persons pictured in the participants photographs.  Moustaka’s 
(1994) method of phenomenological data analysis was used to analyze the transcripts based on 
semi-structured, in-depth interviews and the photo-elicitation interviews.  Photographs were 
additionally analyzed separately and then alongside the textual data.  Reflexive journaling and 
field notes were incorporated into the study to improve its overall rigor and trustworthiness.   
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Chapter 4: Findings 
 The purpose of this study was to gain a rich and exhaustive description of the 
phenomenon of the mealtime experience for African American mothers of low 
socioeconomic status living in North Minneapolis.  Seven mothers were interviewed 
about their mealtime experience and six mothers participated in the photovoice and post 
photo-elicitation interviews.  This study used a phenomenological research design, 
modified photovoice, and photo elicitation interviews to explore the lived experience of 
African American mothers of low socioeconomic status and their young children 
regarding mealtime. This chapter will present the results in three sections. Section 1 will 
describe the results of the pre-photo interviews using phenomenological analysis of the 
interviews.  Section 2 will summarize the photo-elicitation interviews and photo analysis. 
Section 3 will present narratives of the six mothers’ experiences with mealtime 
illuminated by their photographs.   
Pre-interview Analysis Process 
 Initial interviews were transcribed verbatim by a transcription company and then 
reviewed several times by the researcher in order to immerse herself in the data. Once the 
interviews were transcribed and reviewed, an initial round of line-by-line coding was 
done to find statements about how each mother experienced mealtime. This process, 
known as “horizontalizing” the data, allowed the researcher to highlight and code 
significant statements (Moustakas, 1994). The researcher then developed a list of codes 
linked to significant statements by the participants.  Next, these codes were reviewed and 
collapsed into a final set of codes with statements linked that contributed to the 
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participant’s experience of the mealtime phenomenon.  Table 2 identifies the final codes 
extracted from the interviews.   
Table 2 
Final Codes From Preinterview Analysis 
Envisioning 
Challenge 
Togetherness and bonding 
Effort 
Making it work 
Doing it differently 
Communication 
How it was done 
Family influences 
Sharing the load 
Teaching moments 
Caretaking 
Community influence 
 
 The data analysis process continued after the codes were identified.  The 
researcher created a table with statements from the initial interviews organized under the 
codes to look at the meaning units of the experience.  The transcripts were reread and the 
codes were reflected on in terms of larger meaning units. The researcher spent time 
examining codes, now posted on a board using sticky notes. Next, the codes were 
converted into categories which centered on larger meaning units that reflected the 
factors surrounding the mother’s experiences of mealtime.  The categories were put on 
sticky notes and added to the board. The researcher took notes and highlighted meaning 
under each category. Table 3 describes the categories along with the notes representing 
each one, based on the final iteration of codes.   
Table 3 
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Categories Extracted From the Final Codes 
Category Meanings 
Competing demands 
 
 
Family time together 
 
 
Communication is 
important 
 
 
Doing it differently 
 
 
Family influence 
 
 
We do it together 
 
Mothering moments 
 
Effort 
Challenges, time restraints, picky eating, feeding kids 
simultaneously, clean-up, what to cook 
 
Bonding, sitting at the table, being in the same room, 
coming together 
 
Conversation, talking together, solving problems, 
checking  in 
 
 
Food choices, sitting at the table, different than 
growing up 
 
Thing we did growing up, just like mom and nana, 
recipes 
 
Helping, including the kids, all in kitchen 
 
Teaching, manners, food choices, values and moral 
 
Preparation, planning ahead, routine 
 
Once the categories were established and grouped with their corresponding significant 
statements, the statements were reread several times to see and feel emerging themes.  Themes 
often arose from a piece of text from the significant statements that seemed to sum up several 
categories. Potential themes were put on sticky notes and added to the board where the 
researcher studied the process of converting categories to themes in greater depth. Themes and 
subthemes were then created based on what emerged from the data and the significant 
statements.  Final themes were reviewed with the three mothers who agreed to participate in 
member checking. Each mother met with the researcher individually at the center; the themes 
from the interviews were both shown to her and read to her.  Each mother read her own related 
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narrative story and gave feedback to the researcher.  The researcher’s process for reaching the 
themes was discussed. Mothers could comment and give feedback to the researcher. Ultimately, 
five major themes and two subthemes emerged from the initial interviews (see Table 4).  
Table 4.  
Themes and Subthemes 
Theme 1 
Theme 2 
   Subtheme 
Theme 3 
Theme 4 
Theme 5 
   Subtheme 
Sometimes it’s chaotic 
A time for us to get together 
   Everyone has a part to play 
It takes effort 
The biggest thing is conversation 
That’s what mommy does 
   It’s just basically passing it down 
 
Thematic Results of Pre-interviews 
 Theme 1: Sometimes it’s chaotic. This theme reflected the challenges and barriers that 
the mothers experienced on a daily or weekly basis around mealtime with their young children.  
These challenges ranged from dealing with picky eating to getting their children organized and 
sitting at the table.  Often these challenges led to a chaotic feeling around mealtimes.   
Dina: First it's, like, real chaotic. Like, to try and get the four year old at the table, and the 
2 year old in a highchair. The four year old will be like, "Mom don't make it too hot for 
me." And it's like, "Baby it just got done cooking, it's going to be, you got to blow it."  
 
Janica:  Sometimes it's chaotic… Because like I said, I have four kids and different 
attitudes. So, some was yelling, "I don't want all this. I don't want this. I don't want the 
vegetables, I don't want this."  
 
Shantel:  Just trying to get them all together and sitting down. Some of them, like, have a 
favorite spot and I have to step in like, "Okay, you sit here and you sit here, you sit here. 
There's no signs, there's nobody's name on any of the seats, or any of the spots." Um, 
sometimes I do have to step in, um, and say, "We can sit anywhere, we don't have to sit in 
the same seat every time we eat."  
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Often mothers spoke of competing demands including time, deciding what to cook, and the 
ongoing clean-up process. These challenges added to the feeling of chaos when trying to sit 
down and have a mealtime with their children. One mother spoke to the challenge of trying to 
satisfy both her children with the food they would eat at the end of a long, busy day which 
resulted in additional stops for dinner before heading home.  
Liana: Well, sometimes, I'm able to cook dinner for my kids and sometimes I'm not, so 
some nights it be like Leah what you want to eat? Leo what you want to eat? Mama's 
gonna eat this. And I'll stop at these 3 different restaurants.  
 
Other mothers spoke to the time constraints that sometimes interfered with creating a calming 
atmosphere around dinnertime which contributed to mealtime discord.  
Liana:  because I just, I don't have enough time to cook and then I swear my kids has to 
be ... have to be in the bed by 8 O'clock every night because if they're not we don't get out 
the door in the morning  
Jackie: sometimes when other things come up during the day, it, it's kind of hard to cook 
a good meal… Or I have to like, rush through and try to make something really quick, 
and sometimes we eat really late ... ... and then it's like, he falls asleep. And I'm like, 
"Ugh, I need you to eat something,"  
Krystal: I wish I can um, keep it on schedule. Like everyday we have it at the same time. 
But it's impossible. It's impossible because of the simple fact, it's so much that we have to 
do in a 24 hour day.  
Mothers also faced ongoing demands during mealtime and ended up multi-tasking through much 
of the mealtime which contributed to the feeling of chaos.  Mothers often spoke of handling 
multiple demands throughout the mealtime process.     
Krystal: When I don't move fast enough. So I be like, "Can I get some too? Dang little 
boy." He be like, "Uhh. Uhh." (laugh). So I have to feed my baby at the same time I'm 
eating. Like, then at the same time, they looking, "Mommy, can you cut my thing in 
half?" I'm just like, "Oh my god." (laugh). When do ... I can't wait 'til 9:00 at night.  
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Dina: so you know, trying to feed myself and him at the same time. You know, it's a lot, 
like, it's either my food's going to get cold or his, so… 
But I would, like, make sure I feed him and then get it out the way and then, like, same 
thing, like, with Leo. You have to, like, certain things like cut his steak up or, you know, 
if it's certain vegetables that's, like, too big make sure it's not, you know.  
 
Jackie: Or actually what I do is, after I've, you know, made our food, I'll clean, right after 
I'm done. But it'll be while he's eating, and so it's not me sitting down with him and us 
talking, it'll be, I'm just right there cleaning while he's eating. And then I'll go in my room 
and eat  
 
While a major theme that emerged revolved around challenges and barriers regarding 
mealtimes with young children, mothers still felt overall that mealtime was a time that was worth 
pursuing and they spoke of the many benefits they felt mealtime presented including a time to be 
together which came through as a major theme.  
 Theme 2: A time for us to get together.  Family togetherness and a time for bonding 
were important aspects of mealtime to all of the mothers.  The mothers expressed that mealtime 
was the one time during the day when they could all get together in the same room and just be 
together. This theme reflected coming together, being together, and creating lasting bonds.   
Bianca: It's definitely a time for us to get together, of course eat, but also to like, just 
recap how our day went and what went on in our day.  
 
Jackie:... Just all of together in one spot, and all of telling each other about what we like 
and what we don't like. Um, just sitting together and being able to talk and eat together.  
 
Dina: ... being together with your family… well just, all three of us being together, eating 
together, uh 
... um, in the same house, I guess, or like, having ... Well, I don't know, I wouldn't 
consider just, always a home-cooked meal as that, like 'cause when we go out to eat ... ... 
it's still family time, you know, together, so ... 
And, as long as you're together with your family eating.  
 
One mother felt that mealtime was one of the only times she could come together with 
her family at the end of the day.  Mealtime was the family gathering for the day.  
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Shantel: I feel like meal time is probably the only time that everybody can come together 
(Laughs) in everybody's busy little schedule. Yep, so meal time is coming together and 
focusing on the day, and looking at each other, and having conversations.  
 
Other mothers commented that mealtime was quality time and an opportunity for bonding 
with their children.  
Liana: Well the positives is ... the quality time ... because you know and my kids tell me 
its delicious and then we sit down and we get to talk, that's quality time that I don't get to 
spend with my kids.  
 
Jackie: I feel like when you eat together and talk, you have a more ... a bond, a better 
bond, you know ... ... than just, you know, making the food and going off and eating, or 
you know, sitting in front of the TV and eating.  
 
Besides being together at the actual mealtime and during the act of eating, a subtheme 
that emerged from a time to be together was the aspect of everyone having a job or part to play in 
the creation of the mealtime.  This was an important part of togetherness that the mothers 
described as it contributed to the overall sense of togetherness, but in a slightly different way.   
Subtheme: Everyone has a part to play.  This aspect of family togetherness at mealtimes 
was everyone working together and sharing the load to create not only the meal, but the 
mealtime atmosphere as well.  Mothers reported that everyone had a part to play, even down to 
the littlest family members.  This facet of family togetherness was one of working together and 
everyone “playing a part” in the occupation of mealtime, which contributed to the sense of 
togetherness and bonding which was part of the whole experience of being together.  
Shantel: Everyone helps with preparing the table or some type of help putting food on 
the- you know plate or I'm setting the table umm, everybody has to play a part in 
preparation.  
 
Bianca: She [daughter] knows how to make her plate, so if I lay everything out for her on 
the table, she can go grab her plates and all that. And sometimes we sit at the table and 
eat, and sometimes we sit together on the couch  
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Other mothers discussed how their children each had tasks to do, which was part of 
working together and being together during the mealtime from start to finish. This subtheme 
brought out the aspect that mealtime was not just sitting at the table and eating, but encompassed 
a variety of tasks from preparation to clean up.  
Janeca: Everyone knows when they're done, to put their plate in the trash, and their spoon 
in the, um, in the sink. Because we use paper plates, so they know [where] to put [them], 
when they're done, put the plate in the trash and their fork or spoon in the sink. Um, 
sometimes they help me get the spoons or forks, um, out the drawers. I'll designate one 
person, or two people, like, “Can you go get the spoons or the forks?"  
 
Krystal: My daughter, she helps me, like, with baking and um, my sons, they sorta ... 
Well, they take trash out and they kinda clear off the table and everything. And, um, what 
else do they do? My younger son, my six year-old, I taught him how to make Kool-Aid, 
so he makes the Kool-Aid for the house.  
 
Dina: Leo will grab his, um, like, grab his plate and put it in the sink. He'll grab his 
brother's too and do it. And if he gets something to drink out the refrigerator like a juice 
or anything, he'll be like, "Mom, I got to get Caleb something too." 
 
While being together was an overall important part of the mealtime experience, mothers 
reflected in their narratives that it also took effort and planning to make it work.  
 Theme 3: It takes effort. This theme is reflective of the fact that mealtimes take a lot of 
thought, intention, and effort on the part of the mothers.  Components of this theme include: 
consciously doing it different than when they were growing up, planning ahead, and creating a 
daily routine for their children around mealtimes.  There was an intentionality to the building of 
the mealtime experience that mothers spoke to. Two mothers expressed trying to do things 
differently in order to create a positive mealtime experience for their young children.  
Dina: Like, to sit at the table. A lot of things, like, my mom didn't make us do I try to 
install in my kids like, "This is what we should do."  No, the whole thing is, like, I always 
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try to, I always try to install the things that I didn't have, or didn't do as a child. I want to 
make sure that my kids have a chance to be able to do that.   
 
Jackie: Growing up there, we didn't really have meal time like that, so that's what I try to 
bring with my son. I try to make sure we sit down at the table and always eat together.  
 
Other mothers spoke of outside influences in the community that impacted their desire 
and effort to create a positive mealtime experience.  Two mothers used community resources to 
learn about mealtime and food choices, including the use of MyPlate.gov, and incorporated them 
into their daily mealtime routines.  
Janeca: Um, at each class we—we ate. So we would have the class and then we would eat 
afterwards. So it was a group setting, and we all ate together… So like I said, that's why I 
learned most of the importance of eating together.  
 
Shantel: When you go to your WIC appointment, you see all the- umm all the things they 
have of awareness. Umm doctor appointments, umm I took a couple of nutritionist 
classes.  
 
Furthermore, consciously thinking ahead, planning the mealtime experience and making 
it a routine, demonstrated effort and intentionality on behalf of the mothers.  Mothers did what 
they could to make mealtimes “work” and be consistent for their families and children.  
Shantel: Well, I have two tables… One that's like for- for the kids, and then like two off 
to the side, for me and my sweetie pie. But it's all still in the same area; So I went to go 
get the two seated table, just so we're not in another room, or in the living room; Because 
then it's like okay I'm telling the kids to do that, but then I'm doing something different, 
so I made it purposely.  
 
Krystal: Yes. And then I go to the grocery store and I go get all of the stuff that I think I 
might need in the recipes that I'm gonna look up.  
 
Jackie: You gotta have consistency… When he knows when I say it's time to eat, um, he's 
getting to the point where he doesn't fight with me anymore, he'll just pause what he's 
watching and then come sit down. 
 
Shantel: I try to stay on top with dinner, so it's a routine when they come in… That's 
important. Yeah, that's really important. Umm, we have a menu already set.  
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Effort and intentionality was part of the construction of the mealtime experience.  Adding 
to the construction of mealtime meaning for the mothers was conversation and communication.  
 Theme 4: The biggest thing is conversation. This theme reflected what mothers thought 
was one of the most important aspects of the mealtime experience: communication and 
conversation.  During the interviews, the mothers spoke of how important talking to their 
children was and conversations included aspects of checking in, problem solving, finding out 
more about their children, and enjoying each other’s company.   
Liana: We talk about um things when we eat, things ... important things and they ask a lot 
of questions… My daughter she 6 so, she like, she's really curious about a lot of stuff, um 
we talk about school, we talk about her cousins, her friends, she talks about her dad a lot.  
 
Dina: So generally when we all eat together its like just have a general conversation of 
what's been going on during the day. Just to check in with everybody, see if everybody, 
you know, had a good day, what's new, what's happening?  
 
Krystal: Yeah. So we have lots of conversation. It's so much. Like I don't know. It 
depends on what they just pop out with, like ... 
Like they just pop out with anything. Especially with my daughter. She, she just, "So 
mom, remember when we lived here and there and whoo whoo. And now we live here 
and there. And how many um, you know, places did we um, live when we was little? I 
don't remember."  
 
Some mothers reflected on how conversation was another way of bringing everyone 
together and acted as a stress buffer. It was important to mothers that their children be able to 
bring what was happening in their lives to the table for discussion and support from other family 
members.  
Bianca: But, um. It definitely brings everybody together, gives everybody a chance to, 
you know, talk about their day…. And generally, when that happens, it eliminates a lot of 
stress within the individuals.  Especially if there's problems that's going on. We want to 
know. And so when we all can get together and talk, we can figure out what's going on 
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and we can figure out the solution all at the same time at the table. So that's what I do, 
like about meal time. 
   
Shantel: We can look at each other, we can talk, we try that- I try that, get them to umm, 
have purpose during conversations, you know- you know you hear them arguing all the 
time, or just sibling rivalry stuff, so know it's like giving some direction- okay how was 
your day at school? What was your challenges, so we can just talk- so we just talk… And 
look at each other.  
 
And still another mother enjoyed the storytelling and reminiscing aspect of conversation 
that occurred at her dinner table. This mother wanted her two small boys to know and remember 
their father who had passed and so she often brought stories of him to the table. It was a way to 
honor and remember him.  
Dina: So then we'll talk about well this ... we'll, like, get into telling stories. Like, today I 
was like ... Um, because I drive for a living. So I'm like, when I was at work today I 
started thinking about him and I'm, like, and I just laugh to myself because then I get to 
tell them a story of what, like, made me think about him. Or a situation, and then like 
literally around the same time we all start to miss him, but like nobody every says 
anything until we all, like, sit down. And then somebody will say something, I'll be like, 
"Yeah I was thinking about him too." And then, like, we get to talk about it. And then the 
kids, and then, um, Leo will be like, "Yeah." And he'll start talking about his dad too. So 
eventually, like, a lot of conversations around certain times do go back to like how we 
miss him.   
 
Conversation was an important part of the meaningfulness attached to mealtime for these 
mothers and they stressed how it brought them closer to their children, as well as offered 
moments for problem solving, relaxing, and remembering.   
Another important aspect of the mealtime experience occurred around mothering and 
caretaking. This last theme reflects on the caretaking aspect of mothering during mealtimes.   
Theme 5: That’s what mommy does.  Mothers felt that mealtime was a time for 
teaching and caretaking.  They reflected on teaching and caretaking moments that involved 
instilling values, morals, manners, and food choices. The mothers believed it was their job to 
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provide teaching moments that would carry over into different aspects of their children’s lives. 
These mothering moments were discussed with a sense of pride and accomplishment.     
Dina: It's just like, just to instill this is the most important time is like meal time. The 
time we all come together. Like I said, even if it's for 30 to 45 minutes, just that one time 
just for my kids just to see everybody sit down.  
 
Shantel: I guess is, building unity, and basically teaching them that it should be like that 
with their family, when they get families. Like, um, I think that'd be a good, a good, it's a 
good learning experience that they're seeing how mommy has all the family together. 
That they should pass that on to their family when they get a family. Um ... So I think it's 
a strength and a positive in all aspects.  
 
Mothers emphasized skill building for their children and wanted their children to acquire 
skills that they would take forward into life with their own families. They wanted their children 
to learn about the importance of healthy foods, as well as how to conduct themselves in public.  
Krystal: And I'm teaching them how to do stuff so they don't be um, what is it called? I 
mean dependent…I want them to be independent. Like get older. Don't rely on a woman 
to cook your meals. If you're hungry, you go in there and you cook. And I don't believe in 
the wife is supposed to cook. No. You can take turns or whatever. I talk to my kids about 
all of that.  
 
Bianca: I would say my experience would be, as to while we're eating dinner, just kind of 
explaining to her, you know, the importance of the meal. You know, getting your 
nutrients and, you know, how to help, you know, to help her, make her stronger, and, you 
know, grow older.  
 
Jackie: ... I feel like it's important for me to introduce him to all different, you know, kind 
of foods. I'm happy, and proud, that he loves broccoli.  
 
Shantel: I try to saturate manners and how to conduct yourself. So I just do it how I want 
it to be done, for the most part. That's pretty much it. I really try to get them to have 
teamwork efforts and using their manners, "Could you pass me the milk?" "Could I have 
some more please?" You know, or you know, somebody says "Let me get them mashed 
potatoes". "Please?, please can I get the mashed potatoes?", You know.  
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They also discussed the aspects of their caretaking mothering roles which they embraced 
daily during mealtimes.  This involved monitoring their children to see if they were full, 
satisfied, safe, and following the rules.  
Krystal: That's what mommy does. Mommy gotta cook it. Mommy gotta blow it cause 
it's hot.  
 
Bianca: Cool it off, or if it's stuff that she doesn't like I'm picking the stuff out of there for 
her. So I would say those are the mothering aspects, part of the meal time. And just, you 
know, I'm- I'm always that kind of mom that, you know, that always shows affection. So 
I'm always, wow, love you.  
 
Liana: My role is to just make sure that they eat they food just to make sure that they ... 
they're satisfied that they are eating healthy food ... healthy good food.  
 
Dina: So, like, like I said, like, eating at the table is one of the main things. Like, my son 
knows as soon as the food is done, he has to go, he'll go straight to the table. He knows he 
can't eat in the living room.  
 
One mother was proud of the fact that her son ate broccoli and saw it as a mothering 
accomplishment. She related this to how she felt good as mother when her son ate vegetables. 
This sense of pride often came through when the mothers spoke of their caretaking roles.   
Jackie: So um, for him to eat broccoli without cheese, I love it. And that's like a big 
accomplishment for me, but um, I try to do my best as far as like, introducing him to 
different things and um, I feel like I'm doing good when we do sit down and eat, just 
because I know me and my mom didn't do that, so ... I, I feel like I'm doing a good job, 
you know, when we eat, and so I just ... I just try to push for him to, um, try different 
things and to want to sit down and talk with me during meal time, and not, you know, be 
in the room eating or eating by yourself, you know?  
 
 Within caretaking and teaching, there was an aspect of learning from and passing down 
lessons from past experiences that influenced the mothers’ own caretaking roles with their young 
children.  This subtheme emerged as a part of how the mothers shaped their caretaking and 
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teaching roles during mealtime. Many of the mothers had learned skills from other family 
members and they expressed this as an important aspect of mothering their own children.  
Subtheme: It’s just basically passing it down. Part of the aspect of mothering and 
caretaking on a daily basis was shaped by previous family experiences and history.  Mothers 
spoke of the nurturing they received from their mothers, fathers, grandmothers, and other family 
members, which played a role in what they passed down to their own children and how they 
participated in caretaking and mothering during mealtime occupations.  This mother in 
particular, spoke fondly of how she was nurtured by her grandmother in the kitchen:  
Bianca:  I just I want to say it's like the nurturing part of it, and just to be able to, like, 
she's 5 now so she's able to listen and understand more. So, I know when I was her age, 
my grandma always had me in her kitchen. So it's just like a repeat. I'm in the kitchen, 
I'm teaching her step by step how, you know, this recipes goes. You know, those kind of 
talks, and just talk to her about how I learned the recipes. And, you know, what my nana 
used to do all the time with me when I was her age in the kitchen. So that works out. It's 
just basically passing it down to her. And she's observing, she soaks up everything.  
 
Other mothers reflected on how they learned to cook from other family members at a 
young age. This was an important aspect of mealtime for these mothers.   
Liana: Well, I've learned to cook really well, like I know how to cook well, I got that 
from my mom… And then like when I would go to my grandmother's house she would ... 
we would always sit down with her as a family. 
Dina: Watching my mom and then, like, um, like now I can read recipes really good. So 
if I see something that I want to make, I go get the stuff and I make it. Like, pretty much 
like my mom, my aunties, and stuff like that, my grandma, just watching them do things.  
Shantel: Umm, and umm, proper etiquette was my grandmother, and my dad No elbows 
on the table" "If your elbows on the table you got to- oh". You know, my dad was just, 
you know real firm, what- he really was just into proper etiquette. 
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Passing down family traditions and experiences was an important part of creating 
mealtime in the present for their children.  Many of the mothers reflected on the impact that their 
past experiences had on their own mothering moments around mealtime.  
Photo-interview analysis process 
 The second photo-elicitation interviews were transcribed verbatim by a 
transcription company and then reviewed several times by the researcher in order to 
become immersed in the data. The photo interviews were transcribed and reviewed with 
initial line-by-line coding to find statements about how each mother experienced 
mealtimes. This process, known as “horizontalizing” the data allowed the researcher to 
highlight and code significant statements (Moustakas, 1994).  Each mother’s photographs 
were then analyzed with the text and notes written on the back of each photo about the 
context of the picture (Rose, 2012). After significant statements were highlighted, the 
researcher developed a list of codes linked to significant statements by the participants.  
These codes were then reviewed and collapsed into a final set of codes, with statements 
and photographs linked, which contributed to the participant’s experience of the mealtime 
phenomenon.  Table 5 identifies the final codes extracted from the photo interviews and 
photographs.   
Table 5 
Final Codes From Photo-Interview Analysis 
Time 
Effort 
Together 
Communication 
Caretaking 
Planning ahead 
Involving the kids 
Passing it down 
Preparation is important 
Sharing the load 
Teaching moments 
What we do 
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Challenge 
Enjoyment 
Feeling accomplished 
Making memories 
Always at the table 
Routine 
Creating a space 
Multi-tasking 
Special times 
Gratitude 
Mealtime is more 
Conflicting values 
Space limitations 
Making it work 
Envisioning change 
Foods we eat 
Cooking on a budget 
Weekends are different 
Support 
Partner Help 
 
 Once the codes were identified, the data analysis process continued.  The 
researcher created a table with statements from the photo-elicitation interviews, 
organized under the codes, in order to look at the meaning units of the experience.  The 
transcripts were reread and the codes reflected on in terms of larger meaning units. The 
codes were put on sticky notes on a board which the researcher spent time examining. 
The codes were then converted into categories which centered on larger meaning units 
that reflected factors surrounding the mother’s experiences of mealtime.  The categories 
were put on sticky notes and added to the board. The researcher took notes and 
highlighted meaning under each category. Notes were also added to the back of 
photographs regarding the context. The transcripts were reread alongside the photographs 
and the codes were converted into categories. Categories centered on larger meaning 
units that reflected factors surrounding the mother’s experiences of mealtime. The 
photographs were then compared to and linked to the categories.  Table 6 outlines the 
categories based on the final iteration of codes.   
Table 6 
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Categories Extracted From the Final Codes 
Category Meanings 
Family Time together 
 
 
It takes effort 
 
Communication  is 
important 
 
We do this together 
 
Competing demands 
 
 
Mothering moments 
 
 
Family influence 
Bonding, sitting at the table, being in the same room, 
coming together 
 
Preparation, planning ahead, routine 
 
Conversation, talking together, solving problems, 
checking  in 
 
Helping, including the kids, all in kitchen 
 
Challenges, time restraints, picky eating, feeding kids 
simultaneously, clean-up, what to cook 
 
Teaching, manners, food choices, values and moral, 
feeling accomplished, pride 
 
Thing we did growing up, just like mom and nana, 
recipes 
 
 
 
Once the categories were established and grouped with their corresponding significant 
statements, the significant statements were reread several times and the photographs revisited in 
order to see and feel emerging themes.  Themes often arose from a piece of text from the 
significant statements and photographs that seemed to sum up several categories. Potential 
themes were put on sticky notes and added to the board where the researcher studied the process 
of codes to themes in more depth. Themes and subthemes were then created based on what 
emerged from the data, significant statements, and the photographs.  Final themes were reviewed 
with three mothers who agreed to participate in member checking. Each mother met with the 
researcher individually at the center; the researcher showed the themes from the interview and 
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read out loud.  Discussion occurred around the researcher’s process for reaching the themes. 
Mothers could comment and give feedback to the researcher. Ultimately, five major themes and 
three subthemes emerged (see Table 7).  
Table 7  
Themes and subthemes 
Theme 1 
   Subtheme  
Theme 2 
Theme 3 
Theme 4 
   Subtheme 
Theme 5 
   Subtheme 
Sometimes it doesn’t happen smoothly 
Putting it the effort 
We’re all together 
We sit there and talk 
It’s an accomplishment 
It was kind of like a teaching moment 
We’re in the kitchen together 
It’s like déjà vu 
 
Thematic Results of Photo Interviews 
 Theme 1: Sometimes it doesn’t happen smoothly. This theme spoke to some of the 
frustrations that the mothers have around mealtimes with their young children.  While 
photographs didn’t necessarily portray a feeling of chaos as in the first interviews, there were 
still challenges that the mothers spoke of and depicted in their photographs.  These four 
challenges were time, picky eating, multiple duties faced during mealtime, and space limitations.  
When these challenges arose, mealtimes didn’t always run smoothly or go the way the mothers 
envisioned.   
Bianca: Sometimes it don't happen that smoothly. You've got to get these kids to sit 
down, got to get this one to do homework. You got to get this one to quit talking your ear 
off so that you can get some stuff done.  
 
This mother’s photograph depicted her children eating their snack in the car on the way 
to daycare:  
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Liana: You know we're on a time crunch, so I tell them go ahead, get the fruit snack, get 
the fruit cup, almost always don't tell them they can't have the candy… We don't have 
time, you know… Eat and run. Eat and go. So yep, they eat their fruit snacks and things 
in the car.   
 
Other mothers spoke of time crunches, multitasking, and just being tired.  
 
Liana: This is, um, like one of those nights where I wouldn't have had time to cook before 
bed time…So we had to stop at Wendy's, and get some Wendy's.  
 
Dina: It's like I said, there's some days, you know, you have the cranky baby, the upset 
little four year-old, it's just like, "Ugh, it's been a long day."  
 
Bianca: I'm still washing out some of the other dishes. The crock pots and the knives and 
things like that. That's what I'm doing in the background. I believe my sister, she's doing 
something else. Probably looking for clothes for school the next day. That's what I'm 
doing when I took this picture, was finishing the washing up the dishes. So that when 
these two are done, they could bring me their bowls and I could finish the last piece of 
the dishes that need to be cleaned  
 
Jackie: I think with me being here all day with kids and then going home with one I'm 
just kind of ... I tap out sometimes and I'm just like, I don't want to be bothered, I'm just 
going to cook this food, and we eat and we just get ready for bed. It's kind of what most 
of the nights are.  
 
One mother talked about the space issues she was having due to moving. Her photograph 
depicted multiple boxes in the room and on the table and it was something she wanted to change 
because it interrupted them all being at the same table.  
Janeca: And I sit with them sometimes, and sometimes I don't, like ... this area is really 
small, so sometimes I ain't, like I ain't sitting in there with them or whatever. But 
normally, I don't even eat when they eat…They usually eat first and I’ll probably eat 
later.  
 
Subtheme: Putting in the effort.  A subtheme that emerged from the above theme is 
“putting in the effort.” When reflecting on the challenges during mealtime portrayed in their 
photographs, mothers almost always simultaneously talked about the effort they put in during the 
same mealtime to counteract the challenges and make it a positive experience for their children.  
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While things didn’t always run smoothly, effort was exerted by the mothers to counteract the 
challenges.  This was similar to the effort the mothers talked about in the first interviews, but the 
photographs depicted more of the intentionality that mothers put forth during the actual 
mealtime; it was less about how things were different growing up. Mothers spoke about making 
it work by preparing ahead of time, arranging the plates, getting to the store, and creating a 
visually appealing space. Bianca reflected on her picture of the plate set-up she created for her 
daughter and how it reflected her mothering:  
Bianca: That's what this reflects. Setting it up nicely where it will look appetizing, 
especially for the kids, that's important. Us as adults, we know what it tastes like. It don't 
necessarily have to be cute all the time. For the kids you've kind of got to be real careful. 
Got to make it look appetizing. This can't touch this side.  
 
Liana reflected on changes she wanted to make regarding eating fast food.  In her photo 
when asked what she would change, she stated she would get rid of the fast food:  
Liana: I really done cut down on, um, fast food meals. Well trying to, we have fast food 
last night. But tried to cut down on fast food meals as much as possible. Just because you 
don't know what they put into the fast food, and on top of that, it's money that I could be 
spending at the grocery store getting some real groceries.  
 
Two of the mothers talked about multitasking and working to get everything ready in 
order to be able to sit down and eat with their children.  
Shantel: You're cooking and cleaning at the same time. You don't wait til you have a 
heaping load because then it's discouraging. You're tired. You cook and clean at the same 
time. If you're done with that pot, put it in the sink. Start washing it. Do as much as you 
can before you sit down and eat so you have less of a job.  
 
Dina: I make sure that I have, like, everything ready to go for them. So that way, when 
I'm eating, we all can sit there eating instead of saying, "Mommy, I need juice," or "I 
need this," everything's all ready to go.  
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This mother pointed out little details in her photograph that made the mealtime space 
important and special:  
Dina: But in the background that's, like, that picture right there is actually you pro-, you 
can't see but it's like their dad's ID. Yeah, so we always has a, there dad's always around 
the house some way, so, some like shape, form or fashion. So we have his ID hanging 
there.  
 
Another mother reflected on the preparation she did in order for everything to run just a 
little bit smoother.  
Bianca: Yep, it's just about preparation. Sometimes a meal will require extra little things 
at the end. That's basically why I took this picture.  
 
While challenges were part of the mealtime process and experience, mothers felt that 
togetherness was one of the biggest parts of their mealtime experience and this was reflected in 
their photographs.   
Theme 2: We’re all together.  While a similar theme of getting together was prominent 
in the pre-interviews, it came out much stronger in the photo-elicitation interviews.  It was 
something that almost every mother talked about and had photo representations of.  The mothers 
reflected in their photographs that mealtimes were a time of togetherness, enjoyment of each 
other’s company, making memories, being at the table, and bonding with their children.  
Dina: was sitting down, like talking and laughing, and so their grandma, I'm like, "Oh, 
take this picture for us." Just because my son was, like they'll sing at ea-, with each other 
and it was just super cute that night.  
 
 Bianca: We all sit at the table and bond and connect, of course share funny stories, laugh. 
Talk about the day. Talk about food, how good it is.   
 
Jackie: I like this picture because, to me, it represents family being together. Me, my 
mom, and Cade don't get to eat together as often, so this was a nice moment to celebrate. 
Especially after taking family pictures together, so it was nice for us to be able to sit 
down and eat together.  
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Janica: Togetherness, we was all together in the same room.  
 
Shantel: Yep, that's it. It's our time for us. Even if it's just a solid half hour, it's our time 
for us.   
 
Jackie: I took it because it's all of the little ones together. My niece doesn't live here and 
my nephew lives with his mom. They all don't get to be together often. So, I wanted to 
capture this moment of them together, eating.  
 
Dina: You know, pretty much that's the main area we're in when it comes to eating. Like I 
said, we try to make sure the kids eat at the table. Like, we all the table. Nobody really, 
like, eats anywhere in the house. So, pretty much everybody's, everything's surrounded 
around that table.  
 
Each mother discussed how togetherness was at the heart of mealtime and how it was 
important to being family.  They felt that mealtime was a representation of family togetherness 
and one of the only times they came together as a family during the day.  This was described in 
more detail in the photographs than in the narrative comments in the first interview.  Adding to 
the experience of being together was the aspect of communication and talking.   
 Theme 3: We sit there and we talk. Communication and talking together was an 
important aspect of mealtime that mothers talked about with their photographs.  This was similar 
to the conversation theme in the first interviews, but was again a stronger aspect brought out by 
the photographs. The mealtime experience was filled with moments of talking together, 
laughing, and listening to each other, problem solving, being silly, and sometimes even singing. 
Communication and conversation were meaningful to the mothers as it represented a deeper 
level of bonding with their young children.   
Dina: We sit there and we talk about what happened that day. So if my son had a bad day, he'll 
tell me, like, what happened or why he think he had a bad day. But like I said, on this day, he had 
a good day.  
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One mother was especially proud of the picture she took of her son and niece and nephew 
and related it back to when she was a kid:    
Jackie: They were talking. They were talking about how good the food was and what 
shrimp is because we had shrimp in there. Cade loves broccoli, so he was talking about 
how he loves the broccoli in there. They're like miniature us- So, it's like miniature us 
sitting at the table talking, just having a good time. Being kids.  
 
Still other mothers reflected on the everyday conversations that happened at the table.    
 
Janica: Sometimes they like to talk, sometimes they like to argue, sometimes they like to 
sing… But we'll talk about what happened at school, what happened at day care, what'd 
you do, how was it.  
 
Shantel: Then even using whatever situation has gone on with anybody that they could 
put their story out there. The children have an opportunity to learn from somebody else's 
story. Or we can care about your story, or we can inquire.  
 
Bianca: Yes. Say like if we watch an episode of Scooby Doo before bed, the next day at 
dinner time she'll talk, "You know I had a dream that I was with Shaggy and me and 
Scooby, we ate all the snacks. My stomach got so big and I just popped." Just real 
innocent but fun stuff. 
 
Conversation and communication were important aspects of what happened during the 
mealtime and something that all the mothers expressed as valuable and meaningful to building 
the family bond.  
Theme 4: It’s an accomplishment.  This theme reflected pride in mothering during 
mealtimes.  It came out during the photo-elicitation interviews and was not prominent in the pre-
interviews.  Mothers spoke to how proud they felt when they were able to cook a meal everyone 
enjoyed and everyone looked full and satisfied.  There was a sense of accomplishment when 
communication went well and children and partners all pitched in.   
Dina: You know I just trying to g-, make sure the kids'll eat it. And like I said, Leo did 
good that night… He actually said, "Mommy, this is real good. Mommy, can I get some 
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more?" So when he asks, if he eats his food and he asks for more, then I'm like, "Okay, 
we have a winner this time”  
 
Bianca: We just wanted to take pictures of her new purchase of the crock pot, which 
we've been using since she's opened it. It's almost like an accomplishment. We're so used 
to when we were younger, our moms and grandmas cooking for us, so finally we can do 
these things on our own… Her first crock pot is like, wow. Us on our own, doing our 
own adult things with our family. Just like how our mom and nana did with us.  
 
This mother was proud when she talked about the photographs of her husband and 
children starting dinner before she got home:  
Shantel: When I came home, it was like relief. When I came home, I didn't have to 
reiterate what I trained them and showed them to do. They know how to do it. They know 
how to execute the job. I'm getting the end result that I need about them being 
independent, self-sufficient, reliable, team player, responsible.  
 
This mother was particularly pleased that both her boys had enjoyed the meal and 
everyone shared that they had a good day:  
Dina: This picture is just like knowing that they had a good meal that day, and that they 
had a good day all around it was a gift in itself.  
 
Jackie: Well, it was one of those times where seeing him help me and I felt like he was a 
big boy and he could handle it. He's actually standing on a step stool right there. I was 
like, "you can do it," you know, being proud of him.  
 
Subtheme: It was kind of like a teaching moment. A part of feeling accomplished that 
emerged through the mother’s narratives and photographs was reflected in the mothering 
moments of teaching and caretaking.  Pride came through when the mothers were discussing 
their photographs as they expressed moments of teaching, caregiving, and accomplishment in 
mothering during mealtimes.  Like the theme of “that’s what mommy does” in the pre-
interviews, mothers discussed in more detail with their photos, the teaching moments they 
provided their children during mealtime and how they cared for their young children. While 
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mothers talked about teaching their children things around mealtime in the first interviews, 
photographs depicted these moments in the context of mealtime as mothers shared what they 
were teaching their child.  
Jackie: I would say me teaching him how to be responsible and how to, I guess, cook 
eggs. I would never let him do it by himself but he knows that he's able to come ask me, 
"can we make eggs," and he knows that he can be able to do it because we've done it 
together before. We counted the eggs when we put them all in there so I felt like that was 
a mom / teacher moment that we had together… Being able to count. It was kind of like a 
teaching moment for me and him.  
 
Shantel: One of my things was we have to learn to get it together at this time. How is 
mommy going to be able to take you guys out to dinner, and you guys are not going to be 
embarrassing me, so we're training right here. You learn to sit down on your behind.  
 
 Jackie: I try to do it to show him like, it's okay Cade we don't have to have the phone, we 
can color, we can play with the crayons and things. But yeah, that's why I would take the 
phones away, just so he knows the importance of us actually being together and not 
having the distraction of the phone.  
 
Shantel: That kind of showed me ... Because I think I came in after them. I did. I came in 
after this photo. The fact that he took the initiative to just go in, let's give mom a break. 
We can do this. We can show her that we can do this. I guess what I've been doing, even 
indirectly has made an impression and an imprint on everyone.  
 
Other mothers reflected on caretaking moments which gave them a sense of 
accomplishment and pride in mothering.   
Dina: Making sure he's safe. 'Cause you know, by him being two, sometimes, like, he 
stuffs his mouth…So we just gotta tell him like, "Don't stuff your mouth." And just make 
sure he's okay. He like, plenty of times he done coughed because he done put too much 
in. So, just to make sure he has enough in his bowl just so that he won't have to stuff his 
mouth.  
 
Bianca: After you've eaten you kind of pay attention, how your child is acting or looking 
after a meal, just so you can see if they really enjoyed it, or if they ate too much. You can 
just kind of see where they're at with that meal. You can tell if they really liked it…  
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This mother took many photographs of the different foods she kept in her home and made 
a point of saying that the food choices she made for her children were a reflection of her 
mothering:  
Liana: It's just reflecting, um, of the different choices that I make for my kids when it 
comes to, um, food… Um, I don't know, like, I just ... I try to choose stuff like whole 
grains and, I do get WIC, which is a really good thing so, it does, it do help me with the 
choices that I, um, make when picking things out for my kids.  
 
Janeca:  But I started doing now, just the little portions so they won't waste as much. And 
then if they want some more, then they'll ask for some more, then I'll just give them a 
little bit more.  
 
Janeca: Basically, just making sure their food not hot, making sure they eat, making sure 
they're full. Basically, just making sure they're full and they got a nutritious meal.  
 
Theme 5: We’re in the kitchen together.  This theme reflected the comradery of the 
family in the kitchen preparing and cleaning up the meal.  Mothers emphatically stated that this 
was part of the whole mealtime process.  Mothers discussed involving their children—which was 
brought to light in their photograph—and the importance of partner help when available.  This 
theme represented unity in the family to many of the mothers, but also the importance of outside 
help in making the mealtime experience positive and meaningful.  Mothers chose to include 
many photographs in their interview that depicted this aspect.  
Shantel: And that we're in the kitchen together. It helps even with us, it just, the social 
piece, the interaction, the not feeling overwhelmed that one person is doing one, like oh 
I'm cooking, and I'm cleaning. We're in the kitchen collectively helping each other.  
 
Bianca: For me and my daughter, this is what we typically do. She'll pull up a chair, and 
so whatever finishing touches that is needed, we both are doing it. We're both adding 
whatever, the extra things that we do like, that's what represent our mealtime.  
 
Liana: I be trying to um, let her like, put the water on the stove but not turn the stove on. 
You know, little stuff like that. Just to get her acquainted with cooking, but she got a little 
while to go. She's about to be seven.  
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Shantel: We talk about unity and being a team and being one unit and being a household 
and being there for each other and how tasks when we come collectively together, we can 
have more time to do other things. I think it helps because this brings, at the end of the 
day, it brings the social life for us. We're able to work together.  
 
Jackie: So he was finally cooking and I think Cade was playing and I had my feet up 
relaxing… Because it was a nice time after a long day at work to actually come home and 
relax and have him cook.  
 
An important aspect of being in the kitchen together that emerged as a part of this theme 
was the influence of family and experiences that the mothers had as children.   
Subtheme: It’s like Déjà vu. The unity in the kitchen and at mealtimes was further 
reflected in the photographs and discussed by mothers as a reflection of their family influences 
and upbringing.  They discussed how they were involved in the kitchen and mealtimes as 
children and now they were passing it down to their young children.   
Bianca: It's like déjà vu. Now when it's me and my daughter, she's the one doing that, but 
when we're all together it's kind of like me and my sister being a kid again.  
 
This mother reflected on her photograph of her daughters making banana pudding for 
dessert and how she used to do the same thing in the kitchen with her mother and grandmother:  
Shantel: Helping. We helped in the kitchen. I remember being in the kitchen like five, 
helping, whether I'm cracking eggs or cutting potatoes or stripping collard greens, we 
were in there. We were in there. Doesn't matter. We were in there whether I was the one 
who cleaned off the counter to prepare for whatever ingredients were going to be used. 
We were in there. That started with my great grandmother to my grandmother. I just 
always remember. I was real adamant about my kids being in the kitchen. You're going to 
learn.  
 
One mother reflected on a photograph of her son seated alongside his grandmother (her 
mother):  
Jackie: I like that they're able to be together and I can see myself when I was little, you 
know, just eating with my mom before my brother came along. I can see myself. She says 
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that he acts so much like me when I was little so, just looking at this picture, if he just had 
a little more hair, I can see.  
 
Still another mother reminisced about the time she spent with her nana as a child and how 
she wanted her daughter to have that same experience.  
Bianca: The same thing of course when I was a kid when my nana baked. I got to lick the 
bowl. Things like that. Or she made big thanksgiving meals, she would piece off a little 
stuff for me in the kitchen. That's my reflection on mothering, I'm basically passing down 
the same thing what I did with my nana to my daughter.  
 
Participant Narratives 
 These stories reflect the individual lived experiences of the participants around mealtime.  
Each story illuminates the experience of mealtime from both the pre-interviews and the photo 
elicitation interviews.  Photographs further explicated the lived experiences surrounding 
mealtimes for these mothers and enhanced the story of mothering young children during 
mealtime occupations.  
 Dina’s story.  Dina is a 31 year old single mother with two young boys ages two and 
four years.  In her household is also her mother and father in-law and her brother in–law. The 
children’s father has passed away. She works full-time outside the home and both her children 
attend a full-time child care center.  
Dina described her experience of mealtime as one of “togetherness” at the table.  
Everyone sits together at the table and shares about their day.  This was discussed at her pre-
interview, but then exemplified by her photographs, which revolved around her dining room 
table.  Through her photographs, Dina described her experience of mealtime in the following 
way:  
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it's just, like, the whole aspect of having them sit down, because usually like I said, I sit 
them down first, get them situated, then I sit down after to make sure, okay, everybody 
has what they need. Now it's time for us to sit and we can eat and then talk 
 
And like I said, when ... We sit there and we talk about what happened that day. So if my 
son had a bad day, he'll tell me, like, what happened or why he think he had a bad day. 
But like I said, on this day, he had a good day 
 
It did not matter if they were eating fast food or a home-cooked meal, it was about being together 
that mattered.  When asked why she took a picture of them together at the table, she replied:  
We, I was sitting down, like talking and laughing, and so their grandma, I'm like, "Oh, 
take this picture for us." Just because my son was, like they'll sing at ea-, with each other 
and it was just super cute that night 
 
She also indicated that sitting at the table provided a sense of stability for the kids since their dad 
was gone.  The table represented a stability for the family and part of the mealtime routine for 
her children.  
Dina particularly talked about aspects of her dining room that were important to creating 
meaning around their mealtimes. Since the children’s father had passed away, it was important to 
Dina that he have a presence in the household where her children could see him on a daily basis.  
The dining room is the center piece of their family mealtime. One photograph portrays this in 
particular:  
'Cause you know, pretty much that's the main area we're in when it comes to eating. Like 
I said, we try to make sure the kids eat at the table. Like, we all the table. Nobody really, 
like, eats anywhere in the house. So, pretty much everybody's, everything's surrounded 
around that table 
 
But in the background that's, like, that picture right there is actually you pro-, you can't 
see but it's like their dad's ID… Yeah, so we always has a, there dad's always around the 
house some way, so, sha-, shor, like shape, form or fashion. So we have his ID hanging 
there.  And then these are, like, stuff that him and Landon did hanging on this side and 
then right here, too 
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 Mothering was reflected in her caretaking and nurturing spirit and she expressed a sense 
of pride and accomplishment in her mothering work which included cooking the meal and 
watching her family enjoy it.  She described one night when she made stuffed shells as the 
“perfect dinner night”.  She highlighted that particular photograph of her finished meal creation: 
“I was so proud of how good it turned out.” 
It was also important to Dina that she got the kids situated at the table and everything 
ready so she could sit and enjoy the mealtime with them, which is reflected in the following 
comment: 
Make sure that I have, like, everything ready to go for them. So that way, when I'm 
eating, we all can sit there eating instead of saying, "Mommy, I need juice," or "I need 
this," everything's all ready to go 
 
This was also reflected in a “sharing the load” spirit which was maintained in the household.  
Work was shared between mother, grandmother, and others in the household in order to make 
things go more smoothly.   
So generally, like, my kids grandma, she usually makes, starts making plates so that 
everybody won't be bumping into each other.  So, like, we'll just do things and then I, you 
know, will bring, like, the stuff I need. So like if any ... Say we're like eating steak or 
something, you know, the steak sauce, I will just start bringing stuff to the table so that 
everybody wouldn't have to keep getting up from the table 
 
When asked to reflect on what she would change about her mealtime, she stated: “You 
know what, actually it is just perfect now. Like even if we have fast food, we still sit at the table 
with fast food. Murphy’s pizza or McDonalds, or whatever it is, we’re all sitting at the table and 
eating. So I like that aspect; there’s nothing I would change”.   
Bianca’s story.   Bianca is a 29 year-old single mother with a 5 year old daughter.  She is 
currently unemployed. Her daughter attends a child care center during the day.  She describes 
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“togetherness” as the most important aspect of mealtime in her household and with her extended 
family.  This was exemplified in her pre-interview dialogue, but brought to light in her mealtime 
photographs with all the children sitting at the table together.   
Um, mealtime to me is, you know, where the whole family can get together, and kind of 
just unwind, talk about their day, you know, what, you know, what exciting things that 
they had going on for today. Especially with my household since it's just me and my 
daughter. When it's me and my daughter, it's definitely a time for us to get together, of 
course eat, but also to like, just recap how our day went and what went on in our day. 
 
When we do have mealtime at my sister's or my mom's house this is how it goes. We all 
sit at the table and bond and connect, of course share funny stories, laugh. Talk about the 
day. Talk about food, how good it is.  
 
Part of the togetherness process is connecting and communicating with her daughter or 
other extended family members.  Being together was one aspect, but interacting with her 
daughter and others was just as important for bonding and creating family unity.  This is 
exemplified in the types of mealtime conversations she has with her daughter.  
So, I mean, we're all, we're always together, but there has been times where we'll just sit 
in the kitchen at the table, of it kind of old school and- and have dinner, and, you know, 
just talk instead of talking over TV.  It definitely brings everybody together, gives 
everybody a chance to, you know, talk about their day.  And so when we all can get 
together and talk, we can figure out what's going on and we can figure out the solution all 
at the same time at the table. So that's what I do, like about meal time. It's a great bonding 
experience.  
 
For Bianca and her family, mealtime was just as much about the preparation process as it 
was about the actual sitting down and eating.  A lot of what she does now in the kitchen with her 
daughter is a reflection of how she was raised and the influence of her nana.  There was an 
element of “passing down” from grandmother to granddaughter and from mother to daughter in 
Bianca’s lived experience of mealtime and she was proud that she could pass on her mothering 
skills to her daughter and continue with family traditions.   
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So, I know when I was her age, my grandma always had me in her kitchen. So it's just 
like a repeat. I'm in the kitchen, I'm teaching her step by step how, you know, this recipes 
goes. You know, those kind of talks, and just talk to her about how I learned the recipes. 
And, you know, what my nana used to do all the time with me when I was her age in the 
kitchen. So that works out. It's just basically passing it down to her. And she's observing, 
she soaks up everything.  
 
Back when I was a kid, and what I do with my daughter when it's just me and her, I 
would help set out the ingredients on the counter. Before I was able to touch the stove 
and do all of those things, I was the one who set up all the ingredients on the counter so 
that my mom or my grandma could prepare the food. Which of course took some weight 
off of their shoulders. I was the girl in the kitchen all the time. That's what I try to do with 
my daughter, not try, I do it with my daughter because it's not hard for her. I just say, 
"Hey T, let's try this out," and she'll come in the kitchen and start pulling out things for 
me. That's how I would say my mothering to her doing this part of the meal prep time. 
She helps me get the ingredients set out so that I can cook. 
 
Bianca’s photos brought out a sense of pride in mothering during mealtimes.  Her photographs 
represented a night when she got together with her sister and nieces and nephew to bond and try 
out a new recipe and new cooking equipment.   Her photographs told the whole story of 
mealtime including preparation and cleaning up.  She was particularly proud of the photograph 
of the new crockpot that her sister bought to try out new recipes and she photographed the meal 
preparation process from start to finish. Effort was put forth and everyone was involved, down to 
the youngest 2 year old twins.  It was a representation of togetherness, bonding, and everyone 
sharing in the load.  While things got chaotic from time to time with small children, it was a part 
of the mothering process to include the children in various aspects of the mealtime.    
We tend to get new utensils and pots and pans. We get really excited about it. It's like an 
accomplishment. Like, oh wow, we got this, we could cook with this now or that. As far 
as meal prep, we're kind of big on that. That's one of, like, oh yes. Also just to show the 
beginning, where everything is going to be. Where everything comes together.  
 
What else is happening is that we are now asking the two oldest, so my daughter and my 
oldest niece, to come get the bowls and the silverware to help put on the table. To see if 
they can calm the twins down, because sometimes the twins tend to listen to them. To get 
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them (the children) to basically prep for the table so that we can start serving so when it is 
done, each and everybody come in, not necessarily in a line, but come in a few at a time 
to get their plate. 
 
They [the children] were holding their bowls, yep. They were holding their bowls. So 
yes, the twins and everybody were holding their bowls, fixed their plate, and the twins 
waddled their little self to the dining room. The big girls actually put their bowls on the 
table for the twins.  
 
When asked what aspects of mealtime she would change, Bianca stated she mostly 
wanted a bigger space so that they could start sitting at the table on a daily basis.  Sitting at the 
table was not something that she did growing up and sitting at the table with her daughter is an 
important aspect of mealtime to her in the present.  She also wanted to be able to have a bigger 
space to have more people over to her house for mealtime.  
I want to be able to see everybody at the table.  More people, more conversation. And 
more just enjoyment- you know, we'll find out about a person. You know, so- you- you 
could be sitting with the person that you've known for 20 years, and, you know, it's just 
still something new every day that, oh okay, wow, this happened today. You know. So 
yeah. More people, more fun, more conversation. I like to talk. Maybe not as much as my 
daughter, but... 
 
One of her most important photographs was one she titled “the finish-peace.” The 
photograph showed her daughter finished at the table and showing the “peace sign” and her 
nieces and nephew finishing off their meal. It exemplified the importance of togetherness, pride 
in mothering and nurturing the children, and the enjoyment that was had during the mealtime.  It 
was one of her two most important photographs. She stated she could tell everyone was at peace, 
getting along, and had enjoyed the meal. She expressed “that’s a successful dinner”. She was 
very proud of this last photograph which summed up her best mealtime experience.  
It just shows everybody, like I said, look like they had seconds. They're still eating. It just 
shows, even though they're looking silly they look satisfied. It just shows them, they were 
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really satisfied with their meal. The whole experience with the meal. The sitting down 
together, eating together is like, everybody is getting along.  
 
It's a good thing just to see everybody at peace. Everybody is getting along for this 
amount of time sitting down eating. That's a successful dinner. Everybody can sit and eat 
and chill. Nobody's arguing like, "Oh, she got more of this, and I didn't get this." You 
know how that goes. "Why did she get that juice and I had to get this type of juice," or 
milk, or whatnot. Just to show that everybody is peaceful. Looks like they're satisfied and 
full. I would say that's why that one's really important. They look satisfied.  
 
  Jackie’s story. Jackie is a 29 year old single mother with a 5 year old son, who 
lives with her partner.  She has her associate degree and works full-time outside of the home. Her 
son attends a daycare center during the day.  
Mealtime to Jackie meant being together with her son and other loved ones.  
Togetherness was one of the most important aspects of mealtime which was demonstrated in 
both her pre-interview and photo-elicitation interview.  It meant sitting down together in the 
same space, sharing moments, and bonding.  While most nights it was just Jackie and her son 
together for her mealtime, she valued mealtime with extended family and nights when her 
partner was available to eat with them.  She also makes sure there are no electronics or phones 
brought to the table, so talking with each other can be focused on.  
Well to me it’s kind of like eating with your family, sitting down at the table, and talking 
about how your day was, or ... yeah. (laughs) Um, growing up there, we didn’t really 
have meal time like that, so that’s what I try to bring with my son. I try to make sure we 
sit down at the table and always eat together 
 
I guess being together, just the three of us at home, not in a restaurant or anything. Just us 
being together at home sharing each other’s company. There’s no phones, I made sure ... 
This is actually one of those times where there were no phones out and we just was with 
each other, having a good time.  
  
This photograph was of her son and grandmother (her mother):  
 
I like this photo because it, to me, represents them bonding. I will call it “Bonding” 
because this is me getting to see them interact and bond with each other while we’re all 
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together, eating. I like that they’re able to be together and I can see myself when I was 
little, you know, just eating with my mom before my brother came along. I can see 
myself. She says that he acts so much like me when I was little so, just looking at this 
picture, if he just had a little more hair, I can… 
 
Mealtimes also represented capturing moments and making memories for Jackie.  
Whether it was at the table or in the preparation of the meal, she wanted to include her son and 
emphasized that it was a time for them to bond and create memories together.  This was also a 
time she used to teach her son about food preparation, nutrition, and other life lessons such as 
sharing.  It provided a sense of accomplishment as a mother when her son ate the nutritious food 
they prepared and she was able to include him in the mealtime preparation.   
Yeah, I don't really remember what day this was. It reminds me of ... I was never really in 
the kitchen cooking when I was younger, so I try to have more memories of that with my 
own son, of him helping me cook and being able to say, "oh, look what I did," and letting 
him experience that.  
 
So um, for him to eat broccoli without cheese, I love it. And that's like a big 
accomplishment for me, but um, I try to do my best as far as like, introducing him to 
different things and um, I feel like I'm doing good when we do sit down and eat, just 
because I know me and my mom didn't do that, so ... 
 
So I was teaching him that we don't have to waste food, we can share, it's okay for us to 
share 'cause he normally doesn't like to share. So I'm actually surprised he was okay with 
eating what I was eating. Just being able to sit down and share with him and him 
understand the importance of sharing, that it's okay to share. We have to share 
sometimes. 
 
Jackie was proud of her mothering skills with her son in terms of mealtime and reflected 
on this in speaking about her photographs.  
I guess me letting him help in the kitchen. I think a lot of people don't let their kids help 
them and so I think this shows me being an open mom, to let my son help me cook, you 
know.  I think it gets the kids to thinking differently about cooking and maybe about even 
eating, so, I think I was doing a good job as a mom.   
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 She also really valued when her partner was home for the evening meal and helped out 
with the mealtime preparation and cleanup.  This gave her a break and represented a coming 
together of family as they were also able to eat together that night, which was rare due to her 
partner’s work schedule.   
It was nice because Cal was actually cooking, that's why I took this picture.  'Cause he 
doesn't cook, it's like pulling teeth to get him to cook when he is at home, so for him to 
actually cook was really nice. ... So he was finally cooking and I think Cameron was 
playing and I had my feet up relaxing… Because it was a nice time after a long day at work 
to actually come home and relax and have him cook.  
 
 When asked if she would change anything about her mealtime experience in her 
household, she reflected that she felt everything was going okay, but she would like more nights 
for them to sit at the table together.  The challenge of having a long day at work sometimes 
interfered with what Jackie wanted mealtime with her son to look like and she stated she wanted 
to push more for them to sit together in the evening while eating.   
 I would like for us to sit at the table more, 'cause like, I do find it, when I've had a long 
day, I do ... like, I'll let him eat and then ... I'll go and eat in my room.  So it'll be like I'll ... 
I'll still kind of be cooking, or actually what I do is, after I've, you know, made our food, 
I'll clean, right after I'm done. So, I'm pushing more for us to ... I want us to sit together 
more, instead of, um, the separation, even though he's not in his room watching TV, I feel 
like I'm still separated from him when I'm, you know, cleaning and washing dishes ... 
 
Overall, Jackie’s lived experience with mealtime was positive and one that she was proud 
of.  Her most important photographs represented family and being together as family even when 
they couldn’t always be physically together.  The photographs were of her extended family 
eating together while her sister was visiting from out of town, her partner and son eating together 
and laughing, and her son, partner, and herself eating together at a restaurant which she described 
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as a rare event. It reflected family coming together, talking together, and solving problems 
together which she likened to the movie Soulfood.   
Janeca’s story. Janeca is a 34 year old mother of 4 children ages 2, 4, 7, and 9.  She is 
divorced and currently unemployed.  Her two youngest children attend a child day care center 
full-time and the older two attend before and after school.   
The most important aspect of mealtime for Janeca and her children was the coming 
together at the end of the day.  Mealtime was meaningful to her because it represented a uniting 
and gathering of the family.  It was a time for her to reconnect and communicate with her 
children despite the challenges of getting four young children to sit down at the table.  When 
asked to describe the meaning of mealtime her response was:  
Having all the kids around the table, me and them eating, sharing ideas and sharing 
different things. What we want to eat next meal or, um, what they like, and what they 
don't like on their plate.  It’s a unique gathering for all of us. Sharing what we did that 
day, what happened that day, what was in school, what we didn't like, what we did like, 
what we learned.  
 
It was also a time that she worked on homework aspects with her children, as portrayed in one of 
her photographs where her son was eating, but also asking his mom to help with his sight words 
from school.  
We were going through his sight words—together at the table.  He was saying them to 
me, and I was just letting him know if they was right or wrong, but he knew them all.  
 
One of the current aspects of mealtime that Janeca wanted to change was creating more 
room at the dining room table as it was full of boxes with getting ready to move. She 
compromised by having an extra smaller table in the same space, but stated there was not really 
room for her to sit down next to her kids like they usually did.  When talking about what she 
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would change in her photographs, it was most important for her to move the boxes out of the 
photographs so they could all eat together. When asked what she would adjust, she replied:  
Take the boxes out. Take the boxes out, move the boxes, and then have the other two kids 
up there with us. So we could all be together.  
 
An important aspect of mothering her children during mealtimes was making sure they 
had a nutritious meal to eat, and that they were full and satisfied.  This aspect was discussed at 
the pre-interview and it came out stronger in the photo-elicitation interview.  Janeca discussed 
taking a local weekly cooking class on Thursdays with her children, which emphasized not only 
how to eat healthy, but including her children in the mealtime preparation process and eating 
together as a family—something Janeca did not experience growing up.  It was a positive change 
she was trying to make in her household.  She was very proud of the fact that she served 
vegetables and that her children ate them.  She created different names for all the vegetables (for 
example, “trees” for broccoli) in order to entice her children to eat them and pointed out the 
broccoli on her children’s dinner plate.  
My daughter, my four year old. She likes to help, she has a little apron and everything. 
"Mom, can I help now?"  Because we take a cooking class on Thursdays, um, so now 
they're starting to want to help me.   
 
We first sit there and talk about different nutrition facts and then we go, and a chef 
teaches us the steps of making this, this and that… Um, I never knew a lot of different 
things that I learned there. Um, and then we go back into the cla- we do prep, we do prep 
and then we go, um, break off into different groups, uh, first is our family. So one family 
goes here, one family goes here, and then we, um, depends on what we cook. We cut the 
stuff up, um, whatever we need to do. Depends on what we, what we're cooking, and then 
we back into the, um, into the other room, and we talk about nutrition facts. So, like, what 
is whole wheat? What's the different between whole wheat and just wheat.  Um, what's 
the different between the different drinks that we drink. All the pop and sugar, how to 
look at the nutrition facts, and all that. So, I learn a lot, and this is where they (my 
children) now decided to want to cook with me.   
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The most important photographs to Janeca was her photos representing Friday fun night 
mealtimes.  In these photographs they were eating “home run” pizza which she described as a 
Friday night ritual.  Further narrative about these photographs revealed that this was the one 
night of the week where they came together, ate pizza, and then played games together, often 
joined by extended family. Family fun night also brought out more conversation with her 
children as exemplified by these comments:  
I don't know, on the weekdays. It's like they don't be wanting to say nothing. But on 
Family Fridays, they want to talk about everything. "Okay, mom. And so, can we do this, 
and can we do that, and tomorrow can we do this, and can we-" They just talk so much on 
Family Fun Days…Cause we have so much fun on these days… It's more talking and 
more interacting.  
 
These moments represented positive mothering experiences during mealtime for Janeca and were 
presented with a tone of pride.  
Liana’s story. Liana is a 34 year old single mother with two children, ages 3 and 6 years.   
She works full time outside the home and her children attend a child care center during the day. 
She leads a very busy life with her current job and describes time as very precious.  
 Liana often described her mealtimes as “on the go” or rushed.  Mornings are early, and 
while her children receive breakfast at their respective school or daycare, Liana gives them a 
snack to eat in the car to tide them over. Her photographs showed her children eating their 
morning snack in the car:  
Well, in the morning my kids usually ask me for candy, fruit cup, fruit snack, cereal, 
oatmeal. Well, I don't have time for cereal or oatmeal, or egg or pancake or nothing like 
that. You know we're on a time crunch, so I tell them go ahead, get the fruit snack, get the 
fruit cup, almost always don't tell them they can't have the candy 
 
We don't have time, you know ... Eat and run. Eat and go. So yep, they eat their fruit 
snacks and things in the car 
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Evenings also tended to be hectic and time-limited.  While Liana described wanting to be 
able to take her time and cook a meal and sit down at the table, some nights it just wasn’t 
possible.  On those nights, she often picked up fast food, sometimes at three different places to 
accommodate each child’s food desire.  
Well, sometimes, I'm able to cook dinner for my kinds and sometimes I'm not, so some 
nights it be like Leah what you want to eat? Richard what you want to eat? Mama's gonna 
eat this. And I'll stop at these 3 different restaurants and get this food, because I just, I 
don't have enough time to cook and then I swear my kids has to be ... have to be in the 
bed by 8 O'clock every night because if they're not we don't get out the door in the 
morning 
 
So we had to stop at Wendy's, and get some Wendy's. The reason why I wanted to show 
this picture was because, in this photo, you know, this is like meal time but, they don't 
usually eat all the food. Like, it goes to waste, they don't drink all the drink.  It's just 
really a waste of money, like, really. But I have to get them something, I couldn't come in 
the house and cook them anything, I had food but, I didn't have time to cook them the 
food, get them into bed, you know, at a decent time. 
 
While fast food didn’t occur every night of the week, it was something that Liana wanted 
to change about her mealtimes.  She reflected on the fact that it wasn’t healthy and she really 
wanted her children to be healthy and not get overweight.  She took lots of photos of the healthy 
food in her refrigerator and cupboards to show what she uses to cook when she is able.  To 
Liana, mothering her children during mealtime was reflected in the food choices she made for 
her children. When asked how her photographs of her refrigerator represented her experience of 
mealtime and mothering, she replied:   
It's just reflecting, um, of the different choices that I make for my kids when it comes to, 
um, food… Um, I don't know, like, I just ... I try to choose stuff like whole grains and, I 
do get WIC, which is a really good thing so, it does, it do help me with the choices that I, 
um, make when picking things out for my kids. So, you know, they're good choices, like, 
you couldn't only get pretty much whole grain things now on WIC 
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It just reflects like, once again, um, being a mother choosing the type of things that he can 
drink. Um, the tortillas, the milk… and like, I'm overweight, don't get me wrong. But my 
kids, I can't let my kids get overweight. You know so, I can't picture just putting bad 
things in my kid, like constantly in my kids. Being lazy, and you know they don't want to 
do this, they don't want to do that because, it's sad when you take your kids to the park 
and they can't play for long. You know what I mean? And, no. You should be running 
around non-stop, you know. To be, I don't know. It happens to kids, I understand why it 
happens to kids, but it starts at home, I'm just gonna put it that way.  
 
When asked to select the photographs that were the most important to her, Liana chose 
one where her children were eating fast food, one of her snacks on top of the refrigerator, and 
one with the healthy foods stocked in her refrigerator.  Her choice of the photographs of fast food 
and snacks was summed up in the following statement:  
Um, this one is the most important because it's just the fast food, and it's something that I 
want, that I'm actually working on to try not to, um, buy as much fast food. And this one 
is just, represents the snacks, even though they're not bad snacks, one day I would not 
like to buy fruit snacks anymore as well.  
 
In contrast, the photograph of the open refrigerator reflected the food she wanted to eat 
and to give to her children during mealtime.  She liked that she had stocked her refrigerator with 
healthy choices and wanted to make changes to the mealtime routine by making her children 
healthy meals and by providing them with healthy snack options.   
Um, and this one (open refrigerator) just represents like, what we eat on a daily basis. Or 
used to eat on a daily basis. I like this one because I'm making so many healthy choices.  
I gained a lot of weight over the years. So, I know that things can be healthier for me and 
my children. Um, I just gotta get on the right track. I gotta start um, really, you know 
using my judgment when I go to the grocery store. Don't buy a big box of fruit snacks if 
you don't want your kids to have them.  
 
Having access to healthy food was reflected in the choices she made through WIC and 
also in the help that was often provided by Northside Child Development Center.  The last 
picture she chose to show was food boxes put out by NCDC; any family could take whatever it 
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wanted to.  The boxes contained mostly fresh fruits and vegetables.  This picture was important 
to Liana and she used it whenever it was offered as it helped in her meal preparation.  
But the, um ... Northside Child Development do, do help us, like with fruits and 
vegetables if they got them. They also got a shelf in the back that can help parents, you 
know, complete your meal or, if you need some extra food, give you some extra food. 
Yep.   I just wanted, um, to just, show like, they help with food like ... they help you, you 
know, they help the family with the food, and I've got a lot of my food from here as well, 
so… I definitely utilize it. 100% yep, I sure do. Take me a couple bags.  
 
Shantel’s story. Shantel is a 36 year-old mother who lives with her husband and 5 
children ages 16, 11, 6, 3, and 2. She works part-time outside the home.  Her younger children 
attend a child care center during the day.  
In Shantel’s words, she feels like “meal time is probably the only time that everybody can 
come together in everybody’s busy little schedule”.  She emphasized that mealtime in her 
household meant coming together, focusing on the day, looking at each other, and having 
conversations.  Her lived experience of mealtime showed that everyone in the family helps, 
everybody has a role and even the littlest ones can participate. This working together represented 
a unity in the family; a collaborative and opportunity for conversation and problem solving.  Her 
pre-interview and photo-elicitation interview exemplified this in her following comments:  
Umm, everyone helps with preparing the table or some type of help putting food on the- 
you know plate or I'm setting the table umm, everybody has to play a part in preparation.  
 
And that we're in the kitchen together. It helps even with us, it just, the social piece, the 
interaction, the not feeling overwhelmed that one person is doing one, like oh I'm 
cooking, and I'm cleaning. We're in the kitchen collectively helping each other. The 
children get to see that because when we want to enforce them working together and 
being a unit without mom and dad, it can be done. I'll take the dishes, oh I'll turn on the 
oven for the garlic bread. Just showing that we're interacting. No one wants to have the 
load by their selves, especially when you're coming home from work. The sooner we get 
it done, the sooner we can enjoy each other. 
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It shows them preparing the table, the cups and the spoons, forks, whatever, that they're 
working together, that the two little ones are disciplined enough to sit there, even though 
the two little ones, they grab their own cups, usually.  
 
 Mothering encompassed teaching her children skills that would carry forward out of the 
kitchen, as well as how to prepare well-rounded, nutritious meals.  This teaching component was 
extremely important to Shantel and was brought to light in many of the photographs she chose to 
share.  She was proud of the fact that her older daughters could come home from school and 
prepare their own snack in the kitchen.  
This [photo] represents they came home from school, changed out of their uniform, and 
they prepared them something to eat before dance class. This just shows that like I taught 
them something well, and they're able to fly and do it on their own. It relieves me for me 
to do other duties or other things around the house.  
 
Teaching her children life skills was an important component of mothering during mealtime for 
Shantel.  She grew up in large, traditional family where everyone helped out in the kitchen and 
she believes firmly in passing down these skills to her children. She models a spirit of working 
together, negotiating, and being thankful.  This was something she talked about at length with 
her photographs. This particular photograph shows her children working on setting the table and 
negotiating with each other:  
Right here, I think they're saying oh I want the blue, I want the pink. Okay, that's fine, so 
how are you guys going to solve the problem. We're problem solvers, not trouble makers. 
I try to throw in lessons as this was coming up because this was good. 
 
It's some problem solving, and its conflict because it happens. We're able to problem 
solve. Then we're able to compromise. We're able to negotiate. All these can be tools that 
can be used in school as you get older, yada, yada. I really tried to put the emphasis on 
even taking it a step past dining room.  
 
Another aspect of mothering that Shantel described was having a “colorful” plate for 
each meal and had visual images of the MyPlate in her kitchen and dining area for the children to 
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look at and follow.  She gained some of this inspiration from going to nutrition classes and WIC 
appointments.  
You know, we could be eating tacos or Spanish rice, and I know there's vegetables in the 
tacos and everything, but we will put like a sliced apple or a sliced orange, so it's always 
gotta be a fruit, always gotta be colorful. Umm I have things in the kitchen, and the 
dining room where it shows like umm, portion distortion, umm how much sugar is in the 
soda, why we choose water. So, it's something that they can even look at while they're 
cleaning or eating, and it just helps.  
 
It's like a guide. On top of the pyramid, I wish you could see that in these photos. I didn't 
even think about that. It's like a guide. We have the little pyramid, My Plate thing. I think 
it just helps them to make sure you have everything on our plate.  
 
 One of the most important aspects of mealtime for Shantel and her family was saying 
grace before starting to eat.  In her first interview, she stated that this was a daily routine that 
everyone participated in and took turns leading.  It represented appreciation for the things they 
have and the importance of being thankful—both at home and when they were out in the 
community.  One of Shantel’s most important photographs was the one of the family saying 
grace, which she titled “daily bread”.  When asked why she took that photo, she replied:  
Because it's praying over our food and being thankful. We're able to eat together, to have 
food, with a lot of kids. A lot of people don't get to eat. I even shared with them one of 
my experiences growing up when there was a time when we couldn't wait to go to school 
to eat breakfast and lunch. We know the importance of thanking God for food and having 
the opportunity to be together with family. Some people are not even with their siblings. 
Some people are not eating. Some people don't have a chance to even be able to 
acknowledge God because maybe they can't see that through their own troubled situation. 
We should be grateful that we have food that we can eat, that we can be together. So 
praying over our food is a must. It's important. 
 
 When reflecting on what she would change about mealtimes, her one wish was for a large 
dining room table where their whole family could fit around. At the moment, they use two tables 
in the same area of the house, but Shantel wanted one table that fit her whole family.  She also 
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wanted to make sure there was no access to the television in the dining area.  Her future plans 
included purchasing a house and she really would like a formal dining room where the whole 
family could come together.  Shantel’s last words summed up the meaning of her mealtime 
experience:  
Meal time is an important time that I value. Where my family come together, we can look 
at each other, we can smile, we can check in, we can work together as a team.  Finding 
any opportunity to learn something new, or get an understanding on my children's 
personal lives, and then to get an understanding- it's just the perfect time to talk, embrace 
our relationships, you know.  
 
Chapter Summary 
 This chapter introduced six African American mothers with young children and their 
lived experiences around mealtimes.  Each of the mothers had a unique narrative about how they 
experienced mealtime on a daily basis, yet shared common threads of meaning and experience 
when mothering during this daily and complex occupation.  This chapter provided the initial 
codes and categories that were extracted from the interview text and photographs in order to 
arrive at the final themes and narratives selected for this study. The chapter detailed each theme 
and provided supporting statements by the mothers from both the pre-interviews and the photo-
elicitation interviews.  Individual narratives were constructed from the textual and visual data of 
the photographs.   
 The mother’s experienced mealtime as a time to get together and connect with their 
children within the busyness of their lives.  It was a time of conversation that involved checking 
in about the day, listening to and telling stories, and helping others solve problems.  Spiritual 
aspects were also interwoven as mothers incorporated special prayers and objects into the 
mealtime routine. While it didn’t always run smoothly, mothers felt accomplished and proud of 
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the meals they provided their young children and the teaching moments that went with mealtime, 
from preparation to clean-up. However, there were deeper dimensions that made mealtime a very 
complex experience. 
 Mother’s also spoke of the chaos, multitasking, and sometimes even guilt that went with 
mealtime.  There were issues of cooking to please young children, eating fast food as a way to 
compensate for time, and needing to cook, clean, and get children to the table all at the same 
time.  Sometimes mothers were too tired to actually eat with their children and found themselves 
eating after the children had gone to bed which brought on a sense of guilt around mothering. 
Mealtime took physical and emotional effort on the part of the mothers, which contributed to the 
tiredness at the end of the day. This complex occupation encompasses many contextual factors 
brought out by the mother’s interviews and their photographs including cultural, emotional, 
financial, and educational factors.  These factors all wove together to form the lived experience 
that these mothers had around mealtime.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
Summary of Findings 
 This dissertation explored the lived experiences of six African American mothers 
with young children living in an inner-city environment in the Midwest.  The researcher 
sought to attain a better understanding of the meaning of mealtimes for this population 
from both an occupational and contextual perspective.  The primary research question of 
this dissertation was: What is the lived experience of mealtime for African American 
mothers with low socioeconomic status and a typically developing young child? 
Specifically, this study explored the meaning mothers attached to mealtimes which were 
explicated through semi structured interviews and modified photo -voice techniques.  The 
secondary research question of this dissertation was: What are the aspects of mealtime 
occupations that are reflected in the stories of African American women with low 
socioeconomic status and young children?  
 This study used a phenomenological design to illuminate the lived experiences of 
six African American mothers with young children around the occupation of mealtime.  
To understand human experience, the methodology used a phenomenological approach 
along with modified photo voice and photo-elicitation interviews (Moustakas, 1994; 
Wang & Burris, 1997).  The researcher used in-depth data analysis of the text, along with 
contextual analysis of participant’s photographs in order to provide a thick description of 
the lived experience of mealtimes.  While similar themes emerged in the photo elicitation 
interviews as in the first interviews, the photographs brought out further meaning and the 
context that enhanced the themes identified in the first interviews.  The photographs 
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along with the participant’s textual narration from the second interview illuminated the 
lived experience of mealtimes as reflected in the following final themes: (a) Sometimes it 
doesn’t happen smoothly, (b) We’re all together, (c) We sit there and we talk, (d) It’s an 
accomplishment, and (e) We’re in the kitchen together. Three subthemes also emerged 
along with the major themes: (a) Putting in the effort, (b) It was kind of a teaching 
moment, and (c) It’s like déjà vu.   
 This chapter will build on the major and subthemes from the final photo-
elicitation interviews discussed in Chapter 4, along with a discussion of the literature on 
mothering, African American mothering, mealtimes, and incorporating theoretical 
perspectives from the OT and social sciences.  The researcher will also discuss 
implications for OT and occupational science in terms of theory, research, and practice, 
followed by the strengths and limitations of the study.  Recommendations for future 
research and practice will also be examined.     
Integration of Findings with the Literature 
 Theme 1: Sometimes it doesn’t happen smoothly.  The mothers in this study 
characterized the lived experience of mealtime with their young children as embedded with 
challenges and obstacles that often interfered with the flow of mealtime or with even 
accomplishing a mealtime that they felt was ideal in their mind.  In the first interviews, the 
mothers all stated that mealtime meant sitting down together at the table and communicating 
with each other.  However, this was not always the experience mothers actually had.  There were 
constant pressures of time, situating children, cooking and cleaning up at the same time, and 
starting to prepare for bed and the next day.  Similar to other studies, the mothers in this study 
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experienced child management issues and picky eating as barriers to family mealtimes (Malhotra 
et al., 2013; Quick et al., 2011).  These obstacles interfered with the mother’s ideal vision of 
mealtime and were competing factors in actually getting to the table and sitting down together.  
Bianca’s photograph depicted the children all sitting at the table together, but she stated: 
“Sometimes it don't happen that smoothly. You've got to get these kids to sit down, got to get 
this one to do homework. You got to get this one to quit talking your ear off so that you can get 
some stuff done.” Bianca was particularly happy that mealtime had gone as smoothly as it did 
that night which her chosen photograph depicted.   
 Time and scheduling difficulties especially were reported across multiple studies with 
families of varied socioeconomic status (Contreras & Horodynski, 2010; Jarrett et al., 2014; 
Malhotra et al., 2013; Quick et al., 2011).  Five mothers in this study were also single mothers 
and worked long hours, which could explain the added challenge of time constraints around 
mealtimes.  Jarrett et al. (2014) found that single, low-income African American mothers of 
preschoolers also had many time constraints that posed barriers to regular family mealtimes.  The 
single mothers in this study described a feeling of being rushed, both in the morning and the 
evening, in order to get out the door and get to work.  This same feeling occurred when coming 
home to get dinner on the table and everyone to bed on time.  
Data from this study also supported the idea that time constraints and long work hours 
limited mother’s ability to cook, resulting in picking up fast food on the way home or feeding the 
kids first and eating later.  Dina and Liana described picking up fast food one or more times per 
week due to time constraints and included fast food in their mealtime photographs.  This is 
consistent with what Jarett et al. (2014) found in their study of mostly single low-income African 
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American mothers with preschool children who often picked up fast food as a way to cope with 
long work hours and still preserve a family mealtime.  The mothers in this study still wanted a 
sit-down mealtime together with their children and compensated for time by picking up fast food 
in order to preserve time to be with their children in a meaningful way.  
Congruent with the literature, juggling household chores at the same time as mealtime 
was something many of the mothers in this study struggled with (Jarrett et al., 2014; 
Koulouglioti et al., 2011; Malhotra et al., 2013).  The single moms in this study particularly 
found themselves multitasking in order to get the mealtime work finished, so there would still be 
some individual time for themselves at the end of the day.  Many of them discussed needing to 
have “me time” and so if there was no other adult household help, they often completed kitchen 
chores and other evening bedtime preparations while the children ate and then ate later by 
themselves. 
Occupational therapy’s Person-Environment-Occupation (PEO) model (Law et al., 1996) 
provides a theoretical context for examining challenges that mothers experience around mealtime 
with their young children.  Using the three domains of this model (person, environment, and 
occupation), challenges that these mothers experienced around mealtime can be looked at with a 
transactional view, rather than just a singular issue within the person.  The PEO model considers 
human functioning as a product of the interactions between the person and his or her 
environment and the occupation.  Factors within each of these domains can reciprocally affect or 
influence each other; thus the transactional nature of the model.  Occupations, such as mealtime, 
are carried out in the various contexts that the individual is situated within; occupations are also 
influenced by the person’s own roles and responsibilities.  One’s occupational performance is 
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considered the outcome of the transactional relationship between the three domains.  This model 
can therefore provide a framework for examining the acquisition of mothering occupations and 
the difficulties during mealtime by understanding the congruence between person and 
environmental factors which in turn influences the type of interventions provided by OT 
practitioners.  
Mothers worked hard to put together a positive mealtime experience for their children, 
but sometimes they considered their performance hindered by other contextual factors in the 
environment and occupation domains.  For example, in Liana’s story, she needed to be out the 
door early with her two children in order to get to work on time, so she gave them snacks to eat 
in the car on the way to school and daycare and they often picked up fast food on the way home.  
Her story is one of “eat and run” as depicted in her photo of the children in the car in the 
morning with their snacks.  Using the PEO model helped examine multiple contextual factors 
and how they interacted with each other to create an occupational outcome.  Liana was not 
satisfied with her occupational performance in creating mealtime for her children, but her 
challenges were multifaceted and not unilateral.  Her role of mother, from her point of view, was 
to provide healthy and nutritious meals for her children, but her work hours often interfered with 
what she wanted to do in terms of meal preparation. 
 Jackie spoke of working all day with young children and then coming home to prepare 
mealtime with her son.  Looking at how this person factor interacted with other environmental 
and occupation factors in mealtime for this mother could help explain her overall occupational 
performance.  She was tired from working all day with young children, but really wanted to 
provide a positive mealtime experience for her son.  This was further influenced by the fact that 
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her partner frequently worked evening and night hours and was often not home to help with the 
evening meal.  She was with her four year-old son and managing mealtime by herself which 
conflicted with what she often wanted mealtime to be like.  The PEO model (Law et al., 1996) 
provided a broader lens for examining the challenges mothers may face around mealtime and can 
assist in designing interventions in the appropriate domain.  
 Subtheme: Putting in the effort.  Despite challenges and barriers that threatened to 
disrupt mealtime, data from this study suggest that mothers viewed mealtimes as valued family 
time and simultaneously put in effort to make the mealtime work and be a positive experience for 
their young children.   
Within ecocultural theory, an important process is known as accommodation.  This term 
was coined by Gallimore et al. (1993) and refers to the process through which families respond 
to their sometimes conflicting circumstances in order to create and sustain a daily routine. 
Accommodation can occur over many different periods of a family’s life and depends on many 
factors, including ecological constraints, resources, cultural beliefs, and customs (Gallimore et 
al., 1993).  Mothers in this study made many accommodations in their daily mealtime routine in 
order to make it work for their children. While some mothers liked to prepare ahead of time and 
used strategies, such as a white board in the kitchen, to plan meals for the week, other mothers 
took extra time to rearrange their child’s plate to make it look visually appealing to a young 
child.  Shantel made sure she did the cooking and cleaning at the same time so she was able to sit 
down with her family to eat and didn’t have to deal with a huge mess at the end of the meal.  
Janica and Shantel attended cooking and nutrition classes in order to learn more about the 
importance of family mealtime and how to look for and prepare nutritious meals.  This was 
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reflected in Shantel’s photograph of her husband cooking broccoli as she stated, “broccoli, if he’s 
cooking, he’s really making sure the plates are colorful.” She went on to explain that this was her 
influence on the family’s mealtime planning. Making accommodations was a necessary part of 
creating and sustaining a mealtime routine for the mothers in this study and was demonstrated by 
the efforts exerted by the mothers to sustain a mealtime routine for their children.   
Putting in effort to create and sustain a family mealtime is also reflective of mothering 
occupations and the importance of creating family routines.  In the literature, mothering 
occupations have been described as “derived from daily routines” that involve a myriad of tasks 
(Olson & Esdaile, 2000).  Daily routines, in turn, provide a predictable structure for the day that 
guide behavior and support child development (Fiese et al., 2002; Spagnola & Fiese, 2007).  
Ecocultural theory also suggests that sustainable, everyday routines form the structure of life and 
contends that families “are driven by the task of constructing and sustaining a daily routine” 
(Gallimore et al., 1989, p. 219; Hinojosa & Segal, 2012).  Within ecocultural theory, it is 
believed that local ecologies shape daily routines (Llewellyn, 2012).  Mealtime, for example, can 
be looked at as a routine that develops from both the cultural beliefs and values of the family, but 
also larger social and cultural norms.   
Data from this study suggest that the effort put forth by some mothers to create a 
mealtime routine is in response to how they didn’t do mealtimes growing up; thus, they wanted 
to create a positive family routine for their children along with a structure for the day.  Four 
mothers reflected on the effort they put in to do things differently from how they were raised in 
order to create a routine for their young child.  This included activities such as sitting together at 
the table and making sure the meals were well-rounded and nutritious. Dina wanted to create a 
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routine of always sitting at the table to provide a sense of stability since the children’s father had 
passed away.  Her photographs exemplified the constant presence of the dining room table as she 
stated “Like I said, we try to make sure the kids eat at the table. Like, we all the table…so pretty 
much everybody’s, everything’s surrounded around that table.” Creating a structure around 
mealtime was an important part of the mothering process and she used the dining room table as 
an important environmental object to help create and guide the mealtime routine for her children.  
Theme 2: We’re all together.  Data from this study strongly support and add to findings 
from multiple studies on mealtimes, which is seen as a time of family togetherness and a chance 
to develop family cohesion (Horodynski et al., 2009; Jarrett et al., 2014; Malhotra et al., 2013). 
Evans and Rodger (2008) found that mealtime was a routine where families felt a sense of 
closeness and identity.  Most mothers in this study indicated that mealtime was a time of 
“togetherness” and these mothers organized their daily work occupations in order to facilitate a 
mealtime together.  African American mothers in this study viewed mealtimes as a time for 
family togetherness and a way to promote bonding with their children in a way that other daily 
occupations did not. Togetherness was an important component of these mothers lived 
experience of mealtime and often this co-occupation was one of the few that mothers could 
participate in with their children on a daily basis in their busy schedules.  This is similar to 
findings from Jarrett et al. (2014), who found that low-income African American caregivers 
viewed family meal times as opportunities to promote family cohesion.  However, this is a 
relatively unexplored concept in the literature on African American mothers and mealtime, as 
there are very few studies on this topic. This study contributed to the idea of mealtime as a venue 
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for family togetherness and cohesion for African American mothers of low socioeconomic 
status, but this topic needs further exploration. 
The concept of co-occupation in the theme of togetherness is one worth further 
exploration.  In the mothering literature, co-occupation has been described as the back and forth 
“repertoire of social interactive routines that develop out of the mother-child dyad” that starts 
back in infancy (Olson, 2004, p. 30).  Within the occupation of mealtime, this co-occupational 
relationship between mother and child starts as soon as the child is born, when the mother 
engages in the occupation of feeding and the baby engages in eating.  Co-occupations are not 
passive, but rather evolve out of basic everyday interactive routines between the mother and 
child and can be characterized as one person’s occupational engagement influencing those of the 
other (Pierce, 290).  Within this theme of “we’re all together,” co-occupational engagement was 
reflected in the photographs and narratives of the mothers with their young children.  Mothers of 
these children did not necessarily need to feed their children anymore, but co-occupation was 
reflected in elements such back and forth conversation, fixing of plates and blowing of hot foods, 
helping the children to fix their own plates, and working together to create food for the meal.  
This co-occupational nature of mealtime influenced the building of family relationships.   
According to Malhotra et al. (2013) and Martin-Biggers et al. (2014), mealtimes offered a 
space for improving perceptions of family relationships.  All mothers in this study expressed that 
mealtime was the time for their family to come together in the same room, be together, and 
converse together. This is something that was exemplified by the mother’s photographs of 
everyone gathered together and the most repeated theme across all the mothers.  Literature on 
mothering also supports this data (Aye et al., 2006; DeVault, 1991; Evans & Rodger, 2008; 
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Horodynski et al., 2009; Malhotra et al., 2013).  In these studies, mothers of various backgrounds 
and socioeconomic status thought of mealtime as a time to build strong relationships, 
communicate openly with their children, bring family members together, and socialize and build 
bonds with their children.  Mothers from this study valued the time to connect, bond, laugh, 
share stories, and celebrate.  This important daily occupation made them feel like a family and 
was often portrayed as a time to get together with extended kin and bond with their children.  
Bonding was noted in the literature as an important component of mothering work 
(Chodorow, 1978).  Early on, nurturing and caring become part of the attachment process and the 
mothering process continues as a result of the development of a relational closeness and identity 
with their child.  Family routines, such as mealtime, contribute to a woman’s mothering 
experiences that further contribute to the mother-child emotional bond (Chodorow, 1978).  
Several mothers in this study emphasized the bonding moments that mealtime occupations 
offered and worked hard to create special memories and bonding moments with their children.  
Reflecting on one of her photographs, Jackie said: “I like this picture because it’s just…it 
represents us bonding, you know.  He really wanted to make these rice krispies and it was a good 
time for us to bond.”  Bianca reflected on how mealtime was just for her and her daughter to be 
with each other, “That's me and her time, she could talk about all the imaginary things that she 
did and the real things that she did. I would say that's how my mothering reflects on that.”  These 
bonding moments helped to contribute to a sense of unity with their children and other family 
members.  
Part of being all together went beyond just the nuclear family unit.  The majority of 
mothers in this study were single moms who valued time and family meals with extended kin.  
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Some of the mothers lived with extended kin, and others visited them on a daily or weekly basis 
for mealtimes.  Bianca commented that she and her daughter ate at least one daily meal with her 
mother and her grandmother.  This was an important part of their day and Bianca indicated that it 
was their time to talk and bond.  Dina lived with extended kin and noted how important it was 
when everyone could eat together at the same time.  Jackie didn’t get to see her extended kin as 
often as she would like and made sure to include photographs of their experience eating together: 
“it [the photo] represents family being together since we don't get to eat together often. I wanted 
to have a memory of us eating together. I don't even think we have pictures of all three of us 
together at all.”  This data contributes to the small, but growing amount of data on African 
American mothering and mealtimes that emphasizes the intergenerational social connection of 
African American women around food and mealtimes (Ayhe et al., 2006).  Transition sentence 
here 
Within the PEO model (Law et al., 1996), occupational performance is influenced by the 
characteristics of the occupation.  Occupations are considered “clusters of activities and tasks in 
which the person engages in order to meet his/her intrinsic needs for self-maintenance, 
expression, and fulfilment” (Law et al., 1996, p. 16).  Mothering occupations during a mealtime 
vary anywhere from household work and chores to childcare—and attending to both 
simultaneously (Esdaile et al., 2004).  When looking at the theme of “we’re all together,” 
mothers focused their occupational tasks around bringing their children and family together.  
Shantel spoke about how her efforts to bring her family together were purpose driven and her 
activities and tasks were orchestrated around creating that togetherness: “TV's off. We're looking 
at each other. We're talking, how was your day, oh this. Its purpose driven to have that social 
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time”. When examining this mother’s occupational performance, it is important to note that she 
deliberately completed certain tasks, such as having all her children and her husband help in the 
preparation of the meal and table, in order to foster a satisfied occupational performance around 
her mothering during the mealtime.  
Theme 3: We all sit there and we talk.  Related to the theme of being together was the 
occupation of communicating and talking with each other during mealtime. Data from this study 
suggest that this was an important aspect of being together for mothers with their young children.  
Communication created a venue for deeper bonding with their children and a way for mothers to 
talk about the day with their kids.  It was important to the mothers in this study to be able to have 
a time to check in, find out more about their children, and even work on problem solving.  This 
was all accomplished through mealtimes together.  In the literature, promoting conversation and 
language development was an important benefit of mealtime (Malhotra et al., 2013; Martin-
Biggers et al., 2014; Snow & Beals, 2006; Story & Neumark-Sztainer, 2005).  This language 
development could also provide an opportunity for increased academic achievement in the 
school years (Ely et al., 2001; Fruh et al., 2011; Larson et al., 2006).  While it is not known if 
conversations during mealtime  promote language development, it can be hypothesized from 
previous studies that the more preschoolers are exposed to language, narrative, and explanatory 
talk, the greater potential they have in reading achievement in the elementary years (Malhotra et 
al., 2013; Martin-Biggers et al., 2014; Story & Neumark-Sztainer, 2005).  Mothers in this study 
revealed that they often practice skills related to language development during mealtimes, for 
example, (a) practicing sight words and letters,  (b) as explaining concepts and answering “w” 
questions such as “what” and “why,” and (c) being asked to say grace before the meal.  
152 
 
 
The aspect of socializing together was an important one to the mothers in this study.  
They valued not only the aspect of being together in the same space for mealtime, but the 
socialization piece reflected a deeper sense of being together that gave a structure to the 
mealtime.  Mothers in this study started this socializing and communication aspect with their 
children at a very young age.  Three of the mothers had 2- and 3-year-olds and pointed out that 
they were included in the conversations.  Mothers used mealtimes to ask about each child’s day, 
even down to the youngest child.  As one mom stated when looking at a photograph she shared: 
“So, but like Leo, I ask him, like, did he have a good day at day care, did he have a good time at 
school, ask him questions, see what happened or whatever.”  These findings compares to what 
Ahye et al. (2006) found that African American women value in mealtimes.  In their study, 30 
self-identified African American women across three generations and of various income levels, 
valued social connections and stated that the social connectedness gave meaning and structure to 
the meal (Ahye et al., 2006).  Ahye et al. (2006) also found that shared meals was an opportunity 
for meeting “responsibilities for social connectedness” (p. 12).  Conversations between mothers 
and their children demonstrated a nurturing aspect of motherhood that could promote strong 
bonding relationships that could extend into the future.   
This social-emotional work is described by Chodorow (1978) and can be related to the 
social-emotional process that occurs between mother and child in the setting of the mealtime 
conversation.  Chodorow (1978) suggested that women continue to mother because they develop 
a relational closeness and identity with their child, creating a strong emotional bond; mothers do 
not just bear children, they are people who socialize and nurture.  Data from this study contribute 
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to the idea that part of mothering is a social-emotional process that develops, in part, through 
communication and conversations that happen during the mealtime process.  
Part of this was being responsive to their children’s questions and conversations, whether 
they were silly or serious, which reflects another aspect of continued attachment and bonding.  
Malhotra et al.’s (2013) study of low-income mothers of differing ethnic backgrounds around 
mealtimes also reflected how communication at mealtimes was valued by mothers and helped 
facilitate strong relationships and long-lasting bonding.  Bianca reflected on storytelling that 
often happened at the table with her young daughter:  
Say like if we watch an episode of Scooby Doo before bed, the next day at dinner time 
she'll talk, "You know, I had a dream that I was with Shaggy and me and Scooby; we ate 
all the snacks. My stomach got so big and I just popped.” Just real innocent but fun stuff.   
 
This mother’s conversation with her daughter was part of overall daily socializing and being 
together.    
Theme 4: It’s an accomplishment. This theme was brought out strongly by the mothers 
through their photo-elicitation interviews, but it wasn’t as prominent in their first interviews.  
This may have been due to the nature of the photographs that the mothers took: They reflected 
aspects of the mealtime that they were proud of. The data suggested a pride in mothering during 
mealtimes as reflected in being able to take care of and nurture their young children by providing 
healthy food and bonding time as a family.  Mothering work has long been regarded as “a 
socially constructed set of activities and relationships involved in nurturing and caring for 
others” (Glenn et al., 1994, p. 357).  Ruddick (1995) described mothering work as being 
concerned with preservation, growth, and the social acceptance of children. Part of preservation 
revolves around providing nutritious food that is safe and appropriate for the child’s age in a 
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setting that is contextually appropriate and concerned for the child’s well-being.  Mothers in this 
study reported that it was important to provide their young children nutritious food so that they 
could grow.  It was also important to the mothers to monitor their children during mealtimes for 
safety issues, such as choking.  
Providing as part of mothering has also been documented by Collins (1987) in her work 
on African American mothering. Collins (1987) suggested that work for Black women has been 
“an important and valued dimension of Afrocentric definitions of Black motherhood” (p. 5).  
Collins (1987) also noted that the work done by African American women is essential in 
providing economic resources for the family’s well-being. This work is an important aspect of 
motherhood in the African American culture. Providing for their children’s physical survival, as 
well as attending to their affective and emotional needs, are important dimensions of an 
“Afrocentric ideology” of motherhood (Collins, 1987, p. 5).  Many mothers in this current study 
were single and working one or more jobs in order to support their family.  Mothers felt putting 
together a mealtime was an important task and worked hard to provide quality, nutritious food 
for their children, as well as provide an atmosphere of togetherness.  This work brought about a 
sense of pride in the mothers.  
The sense of accomplishment that came through in the mother’s photos and textual 
responses is a reflection of the nurturing work of mothers (Glenn et al., 1994; Chodorow, 1978; 
Ruddick, 1995).  Mothers in this study indicated a sense of pride and accomplishment when they 
talked about providing their children with good food and when their children looked full and 
satisfied.  Liana reflected on her photograph and mothering during mealtime in this way: “the 
whole aspect, like, knowing that my child is getting a warm meal, getting fed period, like, just to 
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see like, he's taking it in.” This sense of pride also came across when their families liked a new 
recipe or when a new piece of cooking equipment was purchased.  These positive experiences 
may have contributed to the mother’s self-efficacy in regards to the mealtime experience.  
Successful feeding experiences support the mother’s developing image of herself as a 
good mother in this important occupation of providing food for their children (Olson, 2004).  
Horodynski et al. (2010), in their study of low- income African American and non-Hispanic 
white mothers, found that a mother’s self-efficacy was linked with viewing their toddlers as 
picky eaters who ate fewer fruits and vegetables.  The less the mothers thought of their young 
child as a picky eater, the higher the mother’s self-efficacy (Horodynski et al., 2010).  Mothers in 
the current study exhibited a sense of pride when their child ate a variety of fruits and vegetable. 
They often pointed out this fact in their photographs.  Based on their photographs and textual 
descriptions, mothers in this study especially got a sense of accomplishment when their children 
ate what the mothers perceived as healthy food.  This included vegetables and fruits.  The 
majority of mothers in this study made sure to note when their children ate their vegetables and 
labeled it as an accomplishment.  Shantel pointed out the broccoli being cooked in her 
photograph and often referred to her meals as needing to be “colorful”.  She referred to using the 
Myplate.gov and was proud of the fact that she displayed this in the kitchen for her children to 
see.  Nourishing a child through feeding as an important caregiver role in the literature (Thorne 
et al., 1997), including this study.  Research has indicated that when a mother’s role in being able 
to adequately feed her child is compromised, it can affect her self-esteem, self-efficacy, and 
confidence in parenting (Franklin & Rodger, 2003; Greer, Gulotta, Masler, & Laud, 2008; 
Sleigh, 2005).  This was reflected in three of the mothers who stated that they felt bad when their 
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meal didn’t include a vegetable or when they had to buy fast  food due to time constraints.  
Jackie pointed out in her photograph that Friday fun night (pizza night) wasn’t healthy, even 
though that night was the most important to her out of the week.  This finding has significant 
implications for how OT practitioners approach mothers about mealtime and how self-efficacy 
around mealtimes is more than just the food that is served.   
While providing nutritious, well-balanced meals is important for young children, 
mealtime has maternal care benefits as well. In her well-known study on mealtime, DeVault 
(1991) stated that maternal care and support for their children has been associated with feeding 
and providing mealtimes.  Her work across various ethnic groups and income levels in the 1980s 
found that mothers displayed a strong sense of caring about what they served their children and 
what their children actually ate. All the mothers in the current study wanted to provide nutritious 
foods for their children and many focused on giving their children vegetables as an important 
component of mealtime. Three mothers reflected on their mothering abilities as being able to see 
their children full and satisfied and their families indicating how good the meal tasted. Liana said 
she didn’t want her children to struggle with weight and obesity, as she herself did.  Reflecting 
on a photograph, she said: “When it comes to obesity in, um, bad food choices, it starts at home. 
It starts with the parents. You know we buy the food, we cook the food. We are the food 
suppliers.”  Mothers spoke to the fact that they wanted their child to eat nutritious food.   
In the literature on low socioeconomic status and its impact on mothering and mealtimes, 
studies have found that mothers of low socioeconomic status believed it was their responsibility 
to monitor their child’s diet and to give their child a variety of foods (Harden & Dickson, 2015; 
Horodynski et al., 2009).  The mothers in Harden and Dickson’s (2015) study felt that it was 
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their responsibility to ensure their children’s health and weight status by giving them healthy 
foods.  While most of the mothers in the current study were living right around the federal 
poverty level, low income wasn’t something they brought up as having an impact on mealtimes.  
However, several mothers did bring up the type of foods they fed their children with an emphasis 
on the healthy ones.  Liana’s photographs illuminated the types of healthy food kept in her 
house, even though time to prepare them was this mother’s biggest barrier and they often ate fast 
food several times a week.  Jackie and Shantel wanted the researcher to know that they followed 
MyPlate.gov as a guideline for what they served their children.   
Using a PEO model (Law et al., 1996), offers further insight into the sense of 
accomplishment that these mothers have around providing their children with adequate and 
healthy food at mealtimes.  This sense of accomplishment came through as a sign of positive 
occupational performance in which there was a good “fit” between person, environment, and 
occupation.  However, this positive occupational performance seemed to be closely linked to the 
mother’s perceptions of what they thought were good foods and bad foods.  When they perceived 
they were feeding their children good foods, which they labeled as fruits and vegetables, their 
sense of accomplishment around mealtime was greater than when they felt they didn’t include 
“good” foods in the meal.  According to the PEO model, person factors also include attitudes and 
perceptions that are not always visible.  It is important to dig deeper into a person’s story in order 
to pull out important components that may be impacting occupational performance. For some of 
the mothers, not feeding their children vegetables brought out a sense of decreased 
accomplishment around mothering their young children.   
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Subtheme: It was kind of like a teaching moment. Pride and accomplishment were also    
brought forth when the mothers in this study felt they were teaching their children various skills.  
This ranged from simple skills, such as sitting on your bottom at the table, to more complex 
manners, cooking skills, and problem solving skills.  Brown (2004) stated that teaching is a 
central aspect of the occupation of motherhood and is enmeshed and enfolded within the daily 
routines and activities of mothering including feeding and mealtime preparation.  Ruddick’s 
concept of fostering the child’s growth and teaching encompasses “molding the child within 
cultural, societal, and fashion norms” (Brown, 2004, p. 356).  Mothers in the current study 
regarded mealtimes as a venue for skills training.  Shantel, in particular, used mealtime as a way 
to teach her children responsibility, sharing, manners, and cooking skills.  She emphasized that it 
was important for her to be able to take her children out in public without them embarrassing her.  
This training started when the children were as young as 2 and were able to carry their own cup 
and plate to the table.  Shantel stated: “Here's our time to show our kids how to be unified, how 
to have good manners and just showing them.” Teaching moments are also reflected in her 
photograph of her helping her 2-year-old daughter make banana pudding. This is consistent with 
a study by Evans and Rodger (2008) that also found that mothers used mealtimes as a teaching 
time for learning household chores, values, and life lessons.   
These teaching moments came forth as an important aspect of the occupation of mealtime 
for the mothers in this study and can be analyzed in terms of ecocultural theory.  A concept 
within the ecocultural theory framework is that of activity settings.  Ecocultural theory proposes 
that activity settings are part of the daily routine that provides children with opportunities to 
learn and develop through “modeling, joint participation, task engagement, and other forms of 
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mediated social learning that are embedded in goal-directed interactions” (Gallimore et al., 1989, 
p. 217).  These activity settings are within the structure of the child’s daily life and familiar parts 
of the family’s day, such as mealtime (Gallimore et al., 1989). Through modeling, direction, and 
encouragement, mothers in this study embedded goal-directed activities into the mealtime 
routine, such as setting the table or clearing the plates.  This facilitated back-and-forth 
engagement between the mothers and their children and helped construct this co-occupation.  
The photo interviews further illuminated this engagement.   
Activity settings can also be deliberate teaching moments that are created expressly for 
the purpose of promoting development (Gallimore et al., 1989).  Shantel described being the 
facilitator and mediator of the tasks she assigned her five children in regard to mealtime.  She 
stepped in when problem solving was necessary in order to enhance the task engagement of her 
children.  One example was when three of them were working on setting the table,  
Right here, I think they’re saying, “Oh, I want the blue (cup), I want the pink one.” Okay, 
that’s fine, so how are you guys going to solve the problem. We’re problem solvers, not 
trouble makers.  I try to throw in lessons as this was coming up because this was good.  
Shantel was providing modeling in order to increase the task engagement and 
participation of her children in the mealtime process. Jackie used food preparation activities to 
not only teach her son skills, but to also co-engage him in the mealtime process.  They shared the 
task of putting eggs in the egg cooker and she used it as a teaching moment for measuring and 
counting.  Jackie’s photo also illuminated this co-engagement and brought forth her sense of 
pride in mothering.    
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Theme 5: We’re in the kitchen together.  The concept of camaraderie in the kitchen 
from the beginning of mealtime preparation to the clean-up at the end was an important theme 
that emerged from the mother’s stories.  This concept indicated that mealtime is perhaps more 
than just sitting down at the table to eat; it also encompasses a wide variety of sub-occupations 
that contribute to the meaning of mealtime for these mothers.  Camaraderie was also a reflection 
of wanting and needing help in the kitchen versus doing it all on their own.  Mothers described 
mealtimes as an event when all came together and often chores were divided up both before and 
after the meal.  Mothers, however, were still the primary orchestrators of the event and provided 
a cohesive presence for the rest of the family and children which was especially true of the single 
mothers in the current study.  These mothers often had the sole responsibility of orchestrating the 
mealtime event, from preparation to clean-up, and often spoke of how tiring mealtime could be 
without any help. Consistent with DeVault’s (1991) argument that mothers accomplish much 
more during mealtimes than just putting food on the table, mothers in the current study 
considered mealtime an event with many parts. 
Coming together as a family unit in the kitchen was possible with maternal support from 
both immediate family and extended kin.  In many African American communities there are 
women centered networks (Collins, 2000, 2009).  The concept of othermothers is an important 
one within African American mothering and refers to other women who help bloodmothers by 
sharing the mothering responsibilities.  Grandmothers, sisters, aunts, or cousins often assist in 
childrearing tasks alongside bloodmothers (Collins, 2000, 2009).  The collective aspect of 
mothering was often reflected on by the narratives of mothers in this study’s; it was an important 
aspect of sharing the mealtime load.  Bianca, a single mother, frequently shared mothering and 
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mealtime tasks with her sister and also ate at least one meal a day with her mother.  Dina lived 
with her in-laws and described how she shared mealtime tasks from shopping to dishing up 
plates with her mother-in-law.  Having the extra help was an important aspect to making the 
mealtime run smoothly with her two small children. Shantel talked about her mother who lived 
just down the street and often worked with her daughters in teaching them cooking skills and 
family recipes.   
Besides other female adults, mothers in this study often engaged the help of their young 
children in the kitchen and spoke of multiple ways that they involved their children in mealtime 
occupations.  Bianca talked about her young daughter pulling up a chair alongside of her and 
collectively adding ingredients or stirring or checking the food.  This collective togetherness in 
the kitchen was a valued representation of mealtime to this mother, even though it wasn’t yet 
time to sit down at the table.  Shantel stated that each of her five children had a role to play in the 
preparation and the clean-up of the meal.  She felt that mealtime was about collectively being in 
the kitchen together helping each other, not just one person taking on the whole burden.  As the 
mother, she provided the maternal support to bring about unity and teamwork so her family 
could come together as part of this daily occupation.   
The way the mothers involved their children in aspects of mealtime also reflects back to 
the concept of activity settings in ecocultural theory.  Collectively being in the kitchen as a 
means of "all pitching in" was one part of the activity setting, but it was also a reflection of the 
components of the activity setting, such as the mother’s values and goals, and what scripts they 
used to shape the child’s participation and development (Gallimore et al., 1989).  Mothers 
organized their child’s participation around developmentally appropriate tasks that reflected 
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family values and goals.  Shantel shared a photograph of her daughters making banana pudding 
for dessert.  She said that the photo not only reflected the children working together collectively, 
which was an important value passed down to her from her parents, but also her youngest 
daughter (age 2) “in training” to learn aspects of preparing the meal by doing the task she was 
ready to do: stir the pudding.  Jackie created an opportunity for her son to help with the meal 
preparation by putting a piece of chicken in the skillet (before the heat was turned on).  He 
wanted to help, so she modified the task to make it safe for him in order for him. Thus, he could 
participate in a meaningful way that also promoted motor and cognitive skill development.  
Subtheme: It’s like déjà vu.  Part of the mealtime experience for the mothers in this 
study was a reflection on how they did meals growing up and the influence of other women in 
their life. The influence of grandmothers was particularly important; several mothers described 
how they learned about mealtimes alongside their grandmother in the kitchen.  Bianca spoke 
fondly about her nana stating that she was influenced by the nurturing her grandmother gave her 
and she was now passing that down to her daughter in the kitchen and at mealtimes.  This 
concept of othermothers has been described in the literature as having deep roots in African 
American culture (Collins, 1987).  Mothering is not just reserved for biological mothers, it is a 
collective community responsibility that is highly valued (Collins, 1987; 1994). Shantel reflected 
on how she was brought into the kitchen by the age of 5 and worked alongside her mother, 
grandmother, and aunts.  Her own mother lives down the street and now comes and teaches her 
children cooking skills and important family recipes that are shared at mealtime.  Dina shares a 
household with her extended kin and her mother-in-law plays a strong role in helping to help 
raise her two boys—especially helping with the mealtime tasks.   
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DeVault (1991) described feeding the family as an activity that linked women across 
generations.  Several women in Devault’s (1991) study from various backgrounds reflected on 
the fact that they learned feeding activities from other women in their life and that women “in 
their family were connected through feeding activities” (p. 107).  This was also documented by 
Ahye et al. (2006) in the literature on African American women and mothers, but is not a 
concept that has been widely studied.  The current study contributed to the idea that African 
American mothers have developed and passed down food and mealtime traditions from one 
generation to the next and that it is an important value within their mealtime experience.  
Ecocultural theory recognizes that the cultural surroundings and influences impact the 
person and the occupations that they participate in, namely, the family unit.  The family 
environment is considered an “ecocultural niche” (Hinojosa & Segal, 2012), which is influenced 
by cultural factors and is ever-changing and evolving.  Being together in the kitchen was an 
important component of the mother’s mealtime experiences which, in part, were influenced by 
experiences growing up and current cultural influences within their own family and community.  
Some of the mothers spoke of how much they had been influenced by their own mothers and 
grandmothers which in turn influenced how they mothered their children during the occupation 
of mealtime.  Shantel reminisced about how she used to be in the kitchen helping which 
influenced how she is mothering her children during mealtime activities: “I remember being in 
the kitchen like 5, helping, whether I'm cracking eggs or cutting potatoes or stripping collard 
greens, we were in there. That started with my great grandmother to my grandmother. I just 
always remember. I was real adamant about my kids being in the kitchen. You're going to learn. 
Shantel’s photographs reflected being all together and helping each other and the greater family 
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unit.   Children are influenced by more than just the immediate microsystem in which they live: 
They are also influenced by a larger familial and cultural system.   
Implications 
 Generalized recommendations and implications for the whole population based on the 
findings of this phenomenological research cannot be made. However, this client-centered 
research offers rich contextual meaning that can offer insights and practical applications for both 
OT practitioners and occupational scientists.  This subsection will examine and discuss the 
implications and impact of this study on education, practice, research, and public policy areas of 
OT and occupational science.  
 Education. OT educators must help students examine the complexities of occupation and 
co-occupations within families to provide family-centered and culturally relevant services within 
the realm of pediatric care. Presenting and facilitating the use of family-centered models of 
practice, such as PEO (Law et al., 1996), are essential for helping students to view occupational 
performance through a transactional lens, especially when looking at mothering occupations 
around feeding, eating, and mealtimes.  Educators must think about how to facilitate critical 
thinking in students around the meaning of mealtime occupations to provide context appropriate 
interventions around feeding and eating for children and their families.  Training in culturally 
relevant care is also necessary to promote attitudes of acceptance when working with diverse 
populations and contexts.  Mealtime occupations vary greatly from family to family, even within 
cultural groups. It is important to be able to understand one’s own biases around mealtime 
occupations in order to accept and understand another’s personal experience.  Questions 
educators can ask include:  
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 How do we prepare students to examine the complexities of the occupations of 
mealtime and mothering to think more critically about our feeding and eating 
interventions?  
 How do we address cultural effectiveness with students around cultural and 
contextual diversity; especially with those families who have multiple layers of 
diversity and a range of socioeconomic status?  
 How do we help students use transactional models of practice, such as PEO in the 
classroom which will transfer to clinical realities and practice?  
 Professional practice.   
 Occupational therapy.  OT practitioners working with children and families need to 
familiarize themselves with the literature on family-centered, culturally appropriate, and 
evidenced-based literature around mealtime and mothering in order to provide quality and 
relevant care for families with children with feeding and eating difficulties. They are common 
among children with disabilities, yet little has been published in the OT literature around the 
occupation of mealtime and the meanings it encompasses.  The data from this study 
demonstrated that mealtimes are packed with meaning that is complex and diverse.  Mealtime 
goes beyond sitting at the table and eating the food, which is often what feeding therapists focus 
on.  There is a deeper complexity of the occupation of mothering and the many feelings attached 
to the mothering process during mealtime.  The current study contributes to the literature on 
mealtimes that could inform OT’s approach to children with feeding and eating difficulties and 
their families.   
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Within pediatric OT, the move to family-centered care means addressing and 
incorporating the needs, challenges, and strengths of the family.  This means taking into account 
the daily occupations of the mother, their role in constructing daily routines for their young 
children, such as mealtime, and their feelings associated with their roles around caring for their 
children during the complex mealtime process. Within this study, it was noted that deeper 
inquiry into the mothering aspects of mealtime helped develop a rapport with the mothers.  This 
concept has implications for occupational therapists going into family’s homes to assess a child 
with special needs and the importance of establishing rapport with the child’s primary caregivers.   
 Therapists must explore intervention strategies that are appropriate to the African 
American community and appropriate for mothers who may be single and/or have a lower 
socioeconomic status.  These factors do not necessarily go together and need to be looked at 
separately and then together in the context of the occupation of mealtime and within each 
mother’s experience.  It is important to recognize that there is much diversity within cultural and 
ethnic groups; socioeconomic status may or may not be a factor in overall occupational 
performance satisfaction. There is a call for critical reflexivity to have true client-centered 
relationships within OT practice.   
 Reflexivity is a process in which one can “turn one’s reflexive gaze on discourse—
turning language back on itself to see the work it does in constituting the world” (Davies et al.; 
2004, p. 361).  This process of critical reflexivity is important in thinking about one’s practice 
both during and after the event has occurred (Phelan, 2011).  It goes beyond just basic reflection 
and allows the practitioner to examine discourse through a more critical lens that takes into 
account social structures, power within relationships, and “taken-for-granted rules, habits and 
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traditions” (Mccorquodale & Kinsella, 2015, p. 312; Phelan, 2011).  There is a need for 
increased critical reflexivity within the practice of OT which was brought forth by this research 
study.  
When examining client-centered relationships, it is important for OT practitioners to 
examine any implicit and explicit bias they may have when working with clients who differ from 
them.  Clinicians would do well to examine their own definitions of race, culture, ethnicity, and 
socioeconomic status, and to be aware of social and political forces that may impact their client’s 
occupational performance.  It is important that OT become more critically reflexive about what’s 
happening within their own practice on all levels in order to recognize bias and be able to see 
clients as complex beings within complex systems.   
Using transactional models of practice such as the PEO model (Law et al., 1996) can help 
OT practitioners in the assessment and intervention process for families with feeding and eating 
difficulties and help tease out the factors impacting occupational performance at mealtime. The 
fact that the mothers in this study recognized the importance of family mealtime suggests that 
they wanted to participate in family meals with their young children, but challenges often stood 
in the way of this happening on a daily basis.  Interventions around mealtime should be feasible, 
culturally and developmentally appropriate, and draw on the mother’s strengths rather than 
coming from a deficit-based model.   
 OT practitioners are also being called to play key roles in improving the health and 
wellness of a population through prevention and wellness by “reaching out to communities and 
organizations” (Hildenbrand & Lamb, 2013, p.266).  This study suggests OT practitioners can 
play a part in helping to design mealtime programs that help promote this beneficial occupation 
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within diverse communities.  OT has its roots in health promoting constructs such as engaging in 
occupations and using time in meaningful and productive ways (Hildenbrand & Lamb 2013).  
Participation in occupation is a key determinant of health and the promotion of health and 
wellness is within OT’s scope of practice (AOTA, 2011).  The mothers in this study indicated 
feelings of pride and accomplishment when they were able to feed their children a well-rounded 
and nutritious meal, when their children looked full and satisfied, and when their whole family 
gathered around the table to enjoy the food.  This suggests that mother’s perceived 
accomplishment of occupational performance around mealtimes potentially led to wellness and 
satisfaction within their occupation of mothering.  The mothers in this study felt empowered 
when they provided their children with fruits and vegetables and their children ate a “colorful” 
meal.  Taking into account the mother’s perceptions and feelings around mealtime has future 
implications for the types of programing that OTs can engage in with mothers and their young 
children at the community level to promote health and wellness around mothering and mealtime 
occupations.  
Occupational science.  Engagement in occupation is complex with a multitude of 
contextual factors that impact how persons participate in occupation (Lala & Kinsella, 2011). 
Mothering and activities around mealtime are important occupations that are influenced by a 
variety of contextual factors, yet little attention has been paid to these areas in the occupational 
science literature.  This study has implications for occupational science, because it deepened the 
understanding of mothers, from a diverse culture, lived experiences around mealtimes with their 
young children.  It further illuminated aspects of mealtime occupations that mothers reflected in 
their narratives and photographs.  The information from the current study is relevant to 
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occupational scientists who are interested in how people engage in daily occupations and the 
meaning to those involved.   
This research contributes to the knowledge around the construction of mothering 
occupations in the occupational science literature, particularly by advancing sociocultural 
perspectives from African American mothers with young children around the occupation of 
mealtime. Previous literature has stated that mothering is embedded within its own historical 
contexts and “varies over time and space, and is intimately bound up with normative ideas of 
femininity that are culturally determined” (Esdaile et al., 2004, p. 21).  Data from this study 
contributed to this concept in that the mothers’ current perspectives and experiences of 
mothering are culturally embedded from past and present experiences of family and community 
as they reflected on how they were influenced by their own mothers or other women in the 
community.  These experiences were exemplified in the mothers bringing forth traditions from 
the past, yet also creating their own new routines around mealtime for their children when they 
felt that changes needed to be made.   
 This research also advanced the concept that mothering occupations are complex and 
intense, with multiple tasks and activities enfolded within (Brown, 2004).  Mothers in this study 
often spoke of the multitasking that happened during mealtime along with the co-occupation of 
eating and interacting socially with their young children.  Responses from the mothers further 
illuminated the complexity of both mothering and mealtime occupations—especially in regards 
to the many contexts that impact the “doing” of mealtime.  Mothers from this study were from a 
lower socioeconomic status and most of them were single moms. This often resulted in buying 
fast food for their meals or eating later at night due to long work schedules.  Some mothers 
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reported trying to navigate mealtime and bedtime tasks at the same time. Still other mothers 
spoke of the complexity of balancing cooking, cleaning, and sitting down to eat with their 
children. These examples provide further insight into the idea that occupations are embedded in 
multiple contexts that impact individuals in different ways.  Some mothers had strategies for 
handling the multiple occupations, while for others it was more stressful.   
This study also has implications for the idea of occupational justice around mothering 
and mealtimes.  Occupational justice emphasizes “equitable opportunity and resources to enable 
people’s engagement in meaningful occupations” (Wilcock & Townsend, 2000, p. 85). Within an 
occupationally just society, individuals would have adequate resources and supports to 
participate in occupations that are necessary and meaningful (Townsend & Wilcock, 2004).  
Townsend and Wilcock (2004) also contended that various forms of participation, such as doing, 
being, and becoming are important components in promoting health and well-being in a variety 
of contexts.  It is important to note that while not all mothers were dissatisfied with their 
mealtime experience and participation, some mothers found their participation compromised due 
to occupational determinants such as socioeconomic status, unemployment and/or over-
employment (such as working multiple jobs with long hours).  Occupational scientists can be 
challenged to think more broadly about occupational justice issues within mothering and 
mealtime occupations and how it impacts not only the mother’s health and well-being but also 
how the health and well-being of the mothers transmits to their children.   
Research. There is a limited body of knowledge around mealtimes and mothering in the 
OT and occupational science literature, especially with diverse populations.  Future research on 
this topic could take many directions.  Future research should investigate mother’s experiences 
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of mealtime from varying cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds, as well as with mothers of 
older children to look at how mealtime experiences and meanings change as the children in their 
household age.  This study represented a very small sample of African American mothers from 
one area in the Midwest. It is important to expand this research to include African American 
mothers from different geographical areas and varying socioeconomic status to get a broader 
picture of mealtime meaning. A better understanding of diverse mothers' experiences with 
mealtime would benefit OT’s who work with culturally diverse mothers with children with a 
feeding disability.  Having a greater understanding of mothering during mealtimes across 
cultures and contexts can encourage OT practitioners to think more reflexively about mothering 
and mealtime occupations and how they are situated within different contexts.   
Additional qualitative studies could explore the connection between mothering 
occupations during mealtime and mothers’ overall perceptions of health, well-being, and life 
satisfaction with mothering their young children.  Do mother’s perceptions of health and well-
being change as their children age?  How do mother’s lived experiences during mealtime with 
their young children influence creation of family identity and overall family health? These 
questions could be addressed qualitatively with the addition of photovoice and photo-elicitation 
techniques.   
A mixed methods approach with the addition of quantitative data, such as the frequency 
of meal times and range of mealtimes, and/or the number of fast food meals eaten in a week, 
could further illuminate the experience of mothering around mealtime and perhaps shed light on 
the connections between number of family meals eaten together and overall satisfaction with 
mothering and mealtimes.  
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In continuing research with African American mothers around mealtime, qualitative data 
can be used to explore the kinship patterns with African American mothers and their perceptions 
related to mealtimes.  Many of the mothers in this study talked about the importance of kin in 
their mealtime experience, and this connection could be further explored through additional 
phenomenological research.  Further investigation into this topic would expand the breadth of 
research with African American mothers and mealtimes.   
Finally, occupational justice issues could be further explored with an expanded 
photovoice project with a community of mothers in the North Minneapolis area.   Traditional, 
versus the modified photovoice that was used in this study, would allow mothers to record and 
reflect on their community’s strengths and concerns around family mealtimes and allow a critical 
dialogue to ensue about important community issues related to mealtimes through small and 
large group discussions of the photographs.  This approach would allow for further 
empowerment and allow the mothers to participate in community building and potential change 
within their community related to mealtime and food issues that impact occupational 
participation and engagement.   
 Advocacy.   These findings have implications for health promotion around mealtimes at 
the community level with mothers and their young children.  OT practitioners are positioned to 
work with other disciplines in promoting social determinants of health within diverse 
communities with mothers and their young children.  OTs are especially situated to promote 
participation in the occupation of mealtime and can help communities advocate for ways mothers 
can participate in healthy meal planning and inclusion of their young children in mealtime 
activities to promote family cohesion and bonding.  Mothers with young children from diverse 
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communities and circumstances need experienced and knowledgeable professionals to advocate 
for them in the areas of health and wellness and family strengthening.   
 Within the area of early intervention, OT practitioners can advocate for families with 
children with disabilities who have special feeding and eating challenges.  OTs have a unique 
role to play in feeding therapy and in understanding the occupations and complexities of 
mothering. They are positioned to work within the transdisciplinary team and can help other 
professionals understand the complexities of mealtime and how having a child with a disability 
can impact mothering occupations and the overall health and wellbeing of the family.  They can 
also advocate for paid OT services in feeding therapy with insurance companies and other 
medical professionals.  
Limitations and Strengths of the Study 
Strengths 
 This phenomenological research design has many strengths.  Occupational scientists and 
OTs concern themselves with the study of human occupation, yet the complexities of 
occupational engagement have been little studied in the literature (Lala & Kinsella, 2011).  
Engagement in occupation is complex with a multitude of contextual factors that impact how 
persons engage in occupation (Lala & Kinsella, 2011).  Phenomenology is well-suited for the 
study of occupation because it can explicate the lived experiences of persons and uncover a 
deeper meaning of engagement with a particular occupation (Reed, Hocking, & Smythe, 2011).  
Mealtimes and mothering are complex occupations that require an in-depth study of personal 
meaning and the lived experience.  Phenomenology has especially been promoted as the method 
of choice in areas where little has been published and “when the area needs to be described in 
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more depth” (Wilding & Whiteford, 2005, p. 102).  Phenomenology is a method that has been 
particularly beneficial in health care research because it can help professionals understand more 
deeply a person’s experience with a particular phenomenon, such as illness or disability (Finlay, 
2009).  It is an important research method that can be used by occupational therapists to assist in 
the exploration of complex human occupations (Wilding & Whiteford, 2005).   
 Phenomenology also has strengths in that it provides a rich description of complex 
phenomena as they are situated in local contexts and it gives an in-depth understanding of a 
group of participants’ personal meanings and experiences of the phenomena being studied 
(Creswell, 2013; Finlay, 2009).  In this study, the researcher sought to gain a thick description of 
mealtimes for African American women of low socioeconomic status and young children.  
Phenomenology, as a method, allowed the researcher to understand individuals’ common and/or 
shared experiences of a phenomenon and allowed for a deeper understanding of that 
phenomenon; specifically aiming to capture the participant’s subjective meaning and lived 
experience of mealtime (Creswell, 2013; Finlay, 2009). Phenomenology can capture layers of 
complexity that other methods cannot and is a way of providing a rich and dense description of a 
person’s lived experience which can then enhance and improve therapeutic interventions (Finlay, 
2009).    
 Another strength of this study was the combined use of photo-elicitation interviews 
(PEIs) with photovoice and phenomenological analysis.  Photo methods have been increasingly 
supported in the field of health promotion “for their ability to provoke emotional, profoundly 
detailed, and highly reflective insider accounts of human experience not readily accessed by 
other methods” (Fritz & Lysack, 2014, p. 248). PEIs can enhance verbal interviews by assisting 
175 
 
 
with rapport building, balancing power dynamics, and providing a certain structure to the 
interview (Fritz & Lysack, 2014).  Interview times in this study increased from the first to the 
second photo-elicitation interviews by double in most cases.  The mothers were excited about 
how their photographs turned out and more freely talked with this researcher with the photos 
present.  Also, conducting two interviews was critical in establishing rapport and mothers may 
have felt more comfortable with the researcher the second time, thus speaking more freely during 
the second meeting.  Fritz and Lysack (2014) also contended that photographic data can enhance 
the understanding of occupation, which compliments the phenomenological methodology used in 
this study.   
The photographic data in this study not only confirmed the themes that emerged in the 
first set of interviews, but expanded them and added new concepts that did not necessarily come 
about by traditional interviewing techniques. Use of multiple data collection measures is another 
form of triangulation that further strengthened the study.  It gave the researcher the opportunity 
to compare what was learned from participants in their verbal only interviews with what they 
expressed by using their photos as a method of expression (Padgett, Smith, Derejko, Henwood, 
& Tiderington, 2013; Rose, 2012).  This became apparent in this study as the mothers 
purposefully engaged with their photographs and were eager to share the meanings and context 
with the researcher during the second interviews.   
Another strength was the co-researcher aspect of the study.  Photovoice is a participatory 
based research method that essentially makes the participants co-researchers in the process.  This 
can help balance power dynamics, especially in this case where the researcher was a white 
middle-class female interviewing African American mothers of lower socioeconomic status.  The 
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cameras gave the participants control over the content that they wanted to share with the 
researcher as well as their choice of photographs to use in the photo elicitation interviews.  This 
helped provide a more authentic lens with which to view the participant’s lived experience of 
mealtime.   
Limitations  
 One limitation to this study was that the sample size could not be predetermined ahead of 
time.  This limitation was addressed by following guidelines in the literature for 
phenomenological sample sizes laid forth by Creswell (2013).  As stated above in participant 
recruitment for phenomenological research, Creswell suggests 5-25 participants and Morse 
suggests at least 6 (Mason, 2010).    For this study, the researcher aimed for 5-8 participants and 
was able to recruit 7 mothers, 6 of whom participated in the photo-elicitation interview.  
A limitation existed in the use of purposive sampling.  Participants were chosen for their 
relevance to the research question or explanation being developed in the research, as well as for 
their availability and access.  This researcher focused on a specific geographical area which 
made it difficult to generalize to a larger population.  Schwandt (2007) stated that a failure to 
specify and explain the criteria that participants are chosen on is a limitation in qualitative 
sampling methods and can result “in sampling in an unspecified and convenient manner making 
it impossible to explain why particular units were chosen for study” (p. 270).  This was 
addressed in the study by outlining specific criteria for participant selection and explaining why 
particular participants were chosen for the study.  This study also has limited generalizability to 
the larger population, as it only represents the voices of a few African American mothers of low 
socioeconomic status in a specific urban region of Minnesota.   
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Interviewing as a data collection method also had limitations.  The issue of power is 
always present in interviews and can influence what information a participant chooses to report.  
This is especially true in this situation where a white, middle-class female was interviewing 
African American mothers of low socioeconomic status living in an inner city environment.   
The participants may have said what they think the interviewer wanted to hear or only 
what they thought would cause others to view them in a positive light.  If questions were not 
carefully constructed, they could be closed-ended or leading, thus eliciting narrow answers that 
jeopardize the quality of the study (Chenail, 2009).  Probing questions that seek to gain a deeper 
level of understanding also have the potential to evoke anxiety, distress, and guilt for the 
participant.  These limitations were addressed by spending an adequate amount of time preparing 
the interview questions, as well as, learning and practicing interview techniques.  It is 
recommended that when interviewing persons of a different cultural background or ethnic 
minority that particular attention to be played to the location and timing of the interview (Birks, 
Chapman, & Francis, 2007).  A location should be chosen that is neutral and comfortable for the 
participant, as well as a time chosen that best suits the participant’s schedule (Birks et al., 2007).  
All interviews occurred at the child care center which was a neutral and comfortable place for the 
mothers and all interviews were scheduled according to the participant’s preferences and 
convenience in their daily schedule. Acknowledgement of researcher bias and use of reflexivity, 
member checks, and recognition of potential abuses of power, obtaining informed consent, and 
assurance of confidentiality were also used to address the potential limitations of interviewing 
(Hewitt, 2007).   
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 While photovoice, with its participatory nature, has many advantages, it also has 
limitations.  As with verbal interviewing, participants may have taken pictures of what they 
thought the researcher wanted to see.  They may have been putting their best foot forward and 
portrayed only the positive aspects of their mealtime experience and not totally reflected on or 
presented the challenging aspects.  There is the question of what is not represented in the 
photographs and again, the participants had control over what they want the researcher to see.  
This limitation was partially addressed by asking probing questions during the photo-elicitation 
interview in order to encourage the mothers to reflect on all aspects of mealtime.  
Another limitation was the potential ethical problems involving the use of participant 
photographs, that is, issues of consent, anonymity, and copyright (Rose, 2012).  Gaining consent 
and assent of persons in the photographs proved to be challenging as mothers sometimes forgot 
to get permission in the moment and had to track down individuals for signing the consent forms 
after the fact. Every effort was made to gain written consent and assent of persons in the 
photographs in order to protect anonymity.  Copyright laws also raise issues because the legal 
ownership of visual images is with the person who created the images; thus the owner of the 
images is not the researcher (Rose, 2012).  This researcher negotiated and obtained written and 
signed consent forms from the participants before using any images in publications and 
presentations (Rose, 2012).   
The cameras themselves also proved to be a limitation within this study.  While all the 
mothers knew what disposable cameras were and how to use them, the quality of the pictures 
was not as sharp as newer, digital technologies, such as cell phone devices.  Mothers often stated 
that they wished they could have used their cell phones as they carried those with them all the 
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time, but often forgot the disposable cameras which limited their photo opportunities.  For 
example, when they wanted to take a picture they realized they didn’t have the camera with 
them, but could have used their cell phone camera device had it been allowed as part of the 
study.  
This study also had limited generalizability; it did not apply to all mothers and their 
personal meanings of mealtime.  Qualitative design recognizes that results are not statistically 
relevant; therefore they cannot be generalized to all African American mothers with young 
children or even to those living in the specific mid-west geographic area.  This study represented 
a very specific group of mothers within the American population. These results represent a 
moment in time of these mothers’ lives and cannot capture the long-term experience of these 
mothers along the continuum of their lives and life stages of their family and children. How these 
mothers continue to experience mealtime will vary depending upon individual contextual factors 
and life experiences, including the ages and developmental stages of their children.   
Chapter Summary 
 This dissertation illuminated the lived experiences of six African American mothers with 
young children living in an inner-city environment in the Midwest.  The methodology utilized a 
phenomenological approach along with modified photo voice and photo-elicitation interviews to 
understand human experience around the occupations of mothering and mealtimes (Moustakas, 
1994; Wang & Burris, 1997).  There is a paucity of literature on the meaning of mealtimes for 
African American mothers with young children in the fields of OT and occupational science. The 
current study contributes to and expands the research that has been done.  
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 This researcher sought to gain insights into the phenomenon of mealtime and mothering 
through semistructured interviews and probes along with modified photovoice and photo-
elicitation interviews.  The photographs further illuminated each participant’s individual story 
around mealtime and mothering, helping the researcher gain contextual information not brought 
forth by the traditional interview process.  Data were collected and analyzed using Moustaka’s 
(1994) phenomenological process,  along with contextual analysis of participant’s photographs in 
order to provide a thick description of the lived experience of mealtimes (Rose, 2012).  The use 
of reflexive journaling and field notes helped this researcher to further reflect on the nature and 
experience of mealtime and mothering and deliberate more deeply on the participant’s feelings, 
context, values, and beliefs of this complex occupation.  This reflexive process also helped to 
reduce researcher bias which is inherent in qualitative research.   
 Data construction and analysis of the photographs along with the participant’s 
textual narration illuminated the lived experience of mealtimes as reflected in the 
following themes: (a) Sometimes it doesn’t happen smoothly (b) We’re all together (c) 
We sit there and we talk (d) It’s an accomplishment and (e) We’re in the kitchen together. 
Three subthemes also emerged along with the major themes: (a) Putting in the effort (b) 
It was kind of a teaching moment and (c) It’s like déjà vu.   
 This study has clinical, research, policy, and service delivery applications and 
implications for both OT and occupational science.  It highlights the need for authentic 
family-centered care with families with a child with a feeding and eating difficulty and 
calls for OT evaluations to be more than just the person factors surrounding eating and 
mealtimes.  OT’s need to consider the aspects of mothering occupations that are tied to 
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mealtime and feeding a young child, along with the rest of their family. To understand 
more holistically the occupation of mothering within mealtimes, therapists need to 
consider the many contextual factors that impact mealtime and mothering experiences, 
such as one’s socioeconomic status.  Finally, this study adds to the occupational science 
literature on the occupation of mothering and mealtimes with a diverse cultural group and 
the expansion of qualitative methodology with the addition of photovoice and photo-
elicitation techniques.  
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Appendix A 
Informed consent 
 
NOVA SOUTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY 
Health Professions Division 
College of Health Care Science  
Occupational Therapy Department 
 
 
 
Consent Form for Participation in the Research Study Entitled 
Talking with Pictures: A mealtime project for mothers with young children 
 
Funding Source: None. 
IRB protocol # : 2016-541-Non-NSU-Univ 
Principal investigator:    
Paula Rabaey MS, OTR/L      
      
 
For questions/concerns about your research rights, contact: 
Human Research Oversight Board (Institutional Review Board or IRB)  
Nova Southeastern University 
(954) 262-5369/Toll Free: 866-499-0790 
IRB@nsu.nova.edu 
 
Site Information 
Nova Southeastern University 
College of Health Care Science 
3301 College Avenue 
Fort Lauderdale, FL  33314 
You are invited to participate in a research study. The goal of this study is to understand the experience of 
African American mothers with young children around mealtimes.    
What is Photovoice?  Photovoice is a process by which people can represent their lives, point of view, 
and experience using photographs and captions.  Since 1991, people around the world have projected a 
vision of their lives and educated researchers, health and social service providers, and policymakers using 
photovoice. This research may help occupational therapists and occupational scientists understand the 
lived experience of mealtimes in your community.  
Why are you asking me? 
We are inviting you to participate because you currently have a young child between the age of 2 and 6 
years and self-identify as African American.  There will be between 5 and 8 participants in this research 
study. 
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What will I be doing if I agree to be in the study? 
You will participate in 2 interviews that range from 45-60 minutes each, and asked to take 10-15 
photographs of your experience around mealtimes.  You will be interviewed by the researcher, Paula 
Rabaey.  During the first interview, Paula will ask you questions about your experience around mealtimes 
in your household.  After the first interview, you will be given a disposable camera and asked to take 10-
15 pictures of your experience around mealtimes with your young child or children.  You will choose 
which pictures you want to share with the researcher during the second interview which will also last 
around 45-60 minutes.  During the second interview you will be asked questions about your photographs 
and talk about your photographs in relation to your experience around mealtime.  You will also be asked 
to write or dictate captions to go with your selected photographs.  
Is there any audio or video recording? 
This research project will include audio recording of the interviews.  This audio recording will be 
available to be heard by the researcher, Ms Paula Rabaey, personnel from the IRB, and the dissertation 
chair, Dr Kristin Winston.  The recording will be transcribed by Ms. Paula Rabaey and a hired 
transcriptionist.  Ms Rabaey and the hired transcriptionist will use earphones while transcribing the 
interviews to guard your privacy. The recording will be kept securely in Ms. Rabaey’s office in a locked 
cabinet. The recording will be kept for 36 months from the end of the study. The recording will be 
destroyed after that time by shredding the tape.  Because your voice will be potentially identifiable by 
anyone who hears the recording, your confidentiality for things you say on the recording cannot be 
guaranteed although the researcher will try to limit access to the tape as described in this paragraph. 
What are the dangers to me? 
Risks to you are minimal, meaning they are not thought to be greater than other risks you experience 
every day. Being recorded means that confidentiality cannot be promised.   
 If you have questions about the research, your research rights, or if you experience an injury because of 
the research please contact Ms. Rabaey. You may also contact the IRB at the numbers indicated above 
with questions about your research rights. 
Are there any benefits to me for taking part in this research study? 
There are no benefits to you for participating. 
Will I get paid for being in the study?  Will it cost me anything? 
There are no costs to you for participating in this study. You will receive a $40 grocery gift card after 
completion of the 2 interviews.  You have the option of participating in a 3rd optional interview, in which 
you would receive an additional $10 grocery gift card for giving feedback on the transcripts and 
photographs.  
How will you keep my information private? 
The interviews will not ask you for any information that could be linked to you. The transcripts of the 
tapes will not have any information that could be linked to you.  As mentioned, the tapes will be 
destroyed 36 months after the study ends. All information obtained in this study is strictly confidential 
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unless disclosure is required by law.  The IRB, regulatory agencies, or Dr. Winston may review research 
records. 
Additional consent will be obtained to use your photographs for dissemination of any of the research 
findings.   
What if I do not want to participate or I want to leave the study? 
You have the right to leave this study at any time or refuse to participate. If you do decide to leave or you 
decide not to participate, you will not experience any penalty or loss of services you have a right to 
receive.  If you choose to withdraw, any information collected about you before the date you leave the 
study will be kept in the research records for 36 months from the conclusion of the study and may be used 
as a part of the research. 
Other Considerations: 
If the researchers learn anything which might change your mind about being involved, you will be told of 
this information.  
Voluntary Consent by Participant: 
By signing below, you indicate that 
 this study has been explained to you 
 you have read this document or it has been read to you 
 your questions about this research study have been answered 
 you have been told that you may ask the researchers any study related questions in the future or 
contact them in the event of a research-related injury 
 you have been told that you may ask Institutional Review Board (IRB) personnel questions about 
your study rights 
 you are entitled to a copy of this form after you have read and signed it 
you voluntarily agree to participate in the study entitled Talking with Pictures: A mealtime Photovoice 
project for mothers with young children 
 
Participant's Signature: ___________________________ Date: ________________ 
 
Participant’s Name: ______________________________ Date: ________________ 
 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent: _____________________________   
 
Date: _______________________ 
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Appendix B 
Recruitment Flyer 
 
 
NOVA SOUTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY 
Health Professions Division 
College of Health Care Science  
Occupational Therapy Department 
 
 
VOLUNTEERS NEEDED FOR RESEARCH STUDY. 
Talking with Pictures: A mealtime project for mothers with young children 
 
 
  
   Goals: I am conducting research to find out more about the experience of mothering and mealtimes.  This project 
aims to gain a rich description of the mealtime experience for African American mothers. II hope this project will 
contribute to the exploration of programming for mothers and their young children around mealtimes living in the 
urban community. 
 
    What we will do: I will work with 5-8 African American mothers (age 18+) with a child or children ages 2-6 years 
to understand the experience of mothering and mealtimes.  We will use a technique called photovoice, where you 
(the co-researcher) will receive a camera and use photography and discussion to share your ideas and experience 
through interview questions.  Participation will require involvement in 2, hour long interviews, as well as 
willingness to take pictures of your mealtime experience over the course of 1 week.   
Participants will receive a $40 grocery food card and a set of their photographs as a thank you for participating.   
 
     How to get involved: Interested participants can contact the social worker or directly call the researcher at the 
number listed below.  A short 30 minutes meet and greet event will be held for interested participants to get to 
know the researcher and learn more about the project.  
 
If you are interested or have questions, contact Paula Rabaey, NOVA Southeastern University. 
 
 
 
I am looking for 5-8 mothers over the age of 18 who identify as African American 
and have a child or children between the ages of 2 and 6 years living at home and 
attending the childcare center 
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Appendix C 
Interview guide for interview one 
 
 
Interview guide for interview number one. 
1. Describe what mealtimes mean to you.  
2. Please describe your experience of mealtime growing up. 
3. How are you influenced by your mothering (or grandmother/other women) experiences 
growing up in terms of how you do mealtimes? 
4. Describe a typical mealtime in your household. 
a. What is your general experience of mealtime on a daily basis? 
b. Describe the strengths or positive aspects of mealtime in your household. 
c. Do you have any challenges? 
5. Describe your experience of mothering during a mealtime. 
a. Describe your role as a mother during mealtime 
6. What would you like the mealtime in your household to be like? 
7. What is important for me to know about your experience with mealtime in your 
household? 
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Appendix D 
Interview guide for photo-elicitation interviews 
 
Interview guide for interview number two with photographs.  
1. What would you title your photograph? 
2. Why did you take that picture? 
3.  Describe what is happening in this photo. 
a. Where is the picture taken? 
b. Who is in this picture? 
4. Please explain how this photo represents your experience of mealtime.  
5. Why did you choose this photo to represent your experience of mealtime? 
6. How is your experience of mothering a young child during mealtime reflected in the 
photograph? 
7. If you could adjust this photo, how would you change it? 
8. Which photographs are the most important to you and why? 
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